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CHAPTER 1

Eos

Being there again felt vibrant, fresh, more real than anything I’d experienced before: standing under a sky that looked too black, standing in front of him and screaming how could he, how dare he, did he have any idea, any idea, what she had to do to rebuild those bridges. He looked stunned at the sight of me, which infuriated me more, and before I could grab those antlers and drag him down until we were face to face—

I woke with a gasp. The pearl throbbed like a second heartbeat against my skin as the dream faded. Rain pounded the roof above my head, a beating drum that blended with the sound of crashing waves, urging me outside where the rain would coat my face, soak my hair. Lead me to the single road snaking down the cliffside to the boulders jutting out of the surf like touchstones, and out into the sea. No.

Rage tasted awful in the back of my throat, a remnant from the…dream? Vision? Memory? I couldn’t tell the difference sometimes, between the dream-me and the me I was when awake. I only knew that when the dream struck with such vibrancy, an awful hunger followed it, its genesis within the black pearl.

I stood and paced, riding the madness. I couldn’t look at the ocean, not without the black pearl prickling around my finger—a part of my soul divided for the third time, claimed by an angel who lived underneath those tumultuous waves. My fingers bled as I pried the gem from the ring’s setting and placed it on the table. It began to spin on its own accord. Kneeling before it, my dark hair pulled to the side, I felt contorted, my whole world centered on this one piece of angel magic.

Yet, it wasn’t a piece of magic. It was my side of a shoddy bargain struck for Enoch, my mentor and past caregiver. It was the piece of me that Rahab owned. I shut my eyes, seeking tranquility, but the old melancholy persisted, a sort of shame unrelated to angels and gods.

Enoch was gone. I couldn’t say he’d died—there was nothing left of him to prove that—but he had disappeared from this earth. Our last conversation haunted me. The way he sat on the beach, head tilted to the heavens, saying yes, the civil war between angels had happened and maybe even ended, but there was still a war to be fought. A black-and-white war between those damned and those sainted. The way his betrayal vibrated between us, unsaid, alongside my shattered trust. The way we both refused to forgive each other before he was taken by his god.

If I’d had his body to prepare or if I’d been able to inscribe his name in a book of death, I could find some sense of resolution. If I could’ve said goodbye to him in the way I had been taught, paid proper tribute to ensure his soul and spirit which had passed into the shadow would never be forgotten, I would find some peace. But his name—and thus his self—would soon be lost. Soon, he would wander the afterlife with no name to anchor him, and then fade into non-existence. Even from the shores of death, I could feel his disgust with my heretical practices.

Even Madame Decay had abandoned me. I no longer felt her cunning edge inside me, even when I screamed into the void of myself for her advice. The pearl continued to spin. I was alone, something I both craved and detested after all this time.

Then there were dreams. Dreams of pathways being carved into my brain with white antlers, and uncomfortable half-remembrances that I woke from in a deep sweat. Once, I knew I’d loved Gwyn. Now that god felt like a good memory, a delusion to stave off loneliness.

My neck cracked as I bent my head further over the pearl, catching my reflection along the curvature—a crazed woman, eyes darkened from lack of sleep, faced thinned from anxious evenings. Perhaps, when I’d murdered L’Essons, insinuated my way into his will and a small portion of his fortune, I’d crafted this unforeseen punishment for myself. Isolation. Reclusiveness. The pearl’s frenzy for water.

Just outside my door lay the calling ocean. I was moments away from answering it.

And then, what would lay before me? A melusine’s fate? Would my legs glue together into fins, would Rahab own all sides of my soul completely? I would be his to command. I did not wish to revisit his sunken grotto of shipwrecked gold and echoing caverns, or his field of sacrificed women. I must not break. I must not go into the water.

The rain filled my ears and almost drowned out the sound of a new pounding that didn’t belong to this compulsion. Right outside my door. I snatched the pearl up. It continued to roll in my hand as I stalked through my home in the dark. No lightning or moon shone through the thunderous clouds outside to light my way.

“Let me in, Eos,” a voice hissed from the other side of the door. My heart sped up at the voice. Ciriacus.

How long had it been since Enoch left us both, to be whisked away into the arms of his god? How long had it been since I’d seen the son of the queen, heir to the realm, once a near-brother to me?

“Eos, open the door.” The wood rattled. The last time we had been alone together, he’d tried to take a so-called devil out of me. I opened the door a crack, just enough to see him. 

Rain dripped from the hood of his cloak. My hands itched to reach out and catch the droplets. His hazel eyes bored into me, the air heavy between us with all that had been left unspoken. He looked different, older. Two men stood behind him, their cloaks hiding their faces, spears at their sides. Not queen’s guards at all. How had Ciriacus slipped away from his mother-ordered keepers?

Ciriacus’ lips twisted in a way I knew well—prepared to yell or deliver some ominous sermon. Instead, he said, “Have you seen it?”

The pearl quieted in my hand. The pull of the water eased. “Seen what?”

“The rip.” He sounded exasperated. “Where the earth hasn’t come back together again. After the angels fell.” He shot me an ugly smile and tapped the side of the house. “An active one was reported near your cottage.”

The ground rolled beneath my feet. I’d seen the sinkholes that had been created by the messengers when they’d crashed through our world and into another just after Enoch had passed. Some were large, like a crater had hit. Others were small and charred, but just as devastating. That being said, I hadn’t seen any of the monsters or nightmares that had been reported to rise from these rips and now stalked and destroyed our city. Then again, I hadn’t left the house much. Now, the night suddenly felt alive with creatures of the netherworld. The pearl cooled in my palm, lifeless, even as curiosity slammed through my mind like lightning.

“Why are you the one answering the call?” I asked slowly, eyeing the two men at his side. “Why not the queen’s army?”

“There are countless rips, Eos. One army cannot conquer them all.”

He had forgotten how well I could read him. “Shall I rephrase? What are you looking for in the rip, Ciriacus?”

His men turned slightly, as if they yearned for an answer as well.

“It’s my duty to defend my people, to protect this land,” Ciriacus snarled. “Our warriors are being slaughtered. Things come out of the rips, things I thought I’d never see. Haven’t you looked into one yet? They offer a glimpse into another world, and it’s a terrible world, Eos.”

“I have not,” I said, “but you’re right. It is my duty to help you, my prince, and I know these woods better than you. It will be helpful to have a guide.”

His lip curled. “I don’t want your help. I only came for brief guidance.”

I wanted to slam the door on his face and hide inside, but if I cut myself off from the world any longer, I would go into Rahab’s waiting arms. “Nonsense,” I said, and flashed him a smile that must’ve appeared manic. I slid the pearl back into its setting, forcing the tongs to bend around it into a misshapen clutch. “Let me get my knives.”

Once outside, the pearl began to buzz with approval on my finger, the aching desire to walk into the ocean replaced with a purpose. For the first time, I was going to see a rip. Peer into it. Examine it. Fight it.

All this with Ciriacus at my side, even if I was an unwanted addition to his team. I felt as if Enoch might still be back at the L’Essons’ estate, waiting for us, his two prophets, to return and report to him. Just like old times. As if nothing had changed.

My blades fit snug to my waist, their leather handles an imitation of the ones Asko had taught me swordplay with. The rain faded from a deluge to a drizzle and I tilted my head back, letting the drops splash on my teeth, thinking of the cannibal-slave I’d freed months ago. Had his time of freedom ended? Had the monsters found him?

Ciriacus marched before me at a pace fast enough to inhibit conversation. I still didn’t know his exact plan, but he’d always leaned toward the theatrics, enacting instead of explaining. One of his men flitted back and forth between the coastline and the treeline: tracking the rip by looking for signs caused by unnatural prey. He paused beside one tree that looked as though it had been lighting-struck. I tried to see the indentations like he would, and felt awed when I finally identified the deep grooves in the bark as claw marks instead of as storm damage. He picked out similar tracks as he continued to lead us closer to the beach, whether it be a strange slime coating a boulder or an odd depression in the ground.

With a hiss, he suddenly crouched down and pointed into the darkness. The hairs rose on the nape of my neck as I followed his line of sight. Out on the beach, lodged between massive rocks and hardened sand, a crescent of light brightened. Waves rolled over it, momentarily snuffing it out to an uncanny glow.

“We’re early this time,” the tracker whispered.

“A good sign.” Ciriacus nodded, clasping the tracker’s shoulder. “We can close it before anything else emerges.”

“What can I do?” I asked. A low roar filled the air, building in volume, until the crescent of light exploded upwards, shooting illuminated water straight up into the sky.

“Keep the prince safe,” the tracker shot back at me and motioned us down the cliffside to the beach.

I pursed my lips, yet followed their lead. As we advanced, I began to make out the sinkhole from where the light bloomed. Water streamed from the rim like a waterfall. Mossy algae and crustaceans lined the surrounding rocks. The pearl’s buzz upgraded to a throb, the same way a fresh wound might thunder like a heartbeat. Ciriacus paused, and I stopped beside him as his guards parted around each side of the sinkhole, bending to draw symbols in the sand.

The earth rumbled beneath my feet. I unsheathed my knives, eyes fixated on the sinkhole. Water spun upwards like a whirlpool and then suddenly dragged downward, as if sucked by a powerful force. Beside me, Ciriacus closed his eyes tightly and began to chant.

Water exploded into the air once more, but a long body rose from the rip with it. Finned hands gripped the edges and the monster launched itself out. Already, I could feel my grip on reality loosening when the creature’s impossibly long mouth gaped open as it screamed. Smaller, eel-like creatures tumbled from beneath its tongue, slithering towards me. Their huge eyes glowed in the dark. I froze, terrified more so of this than of the melusine, more so than of Rahab. These things had nothing human about them.

My knives sliced through scaled bodies, blood slicking the sand. A spear whipped past my head, landing into the leviathan’s throat. Its high-pitched cry shook the ground as it writhed, aiming its serpentine form toward the receding ocean. More horrors climbed out from around the leviathan, creatures with huge milky-white eyes and sharp, translucent teeth that rushed toward me with alarming speed.

Ciriacus’ chanting fell away as he unsheathed his sword. His back brushed up against mine and together, we slew unrecognizable monsters. The pearl pulsed with gratitude as black blood streaked it, hungry yet satisfied with the offering. I felt a balanced smile curve my lips—the more I killed, the more I felt control seep into my mind—as if each time I plunged my blade into the monsters, the more I could ignore the call of the sea. Pain prickled my body from spikes, teeth, and claws, but it was nothing compared to the razor-sharp self-control. Let them mark my body and leave their scars. The ocean no longer left me enthralled.

My knives felled another eel-monster, but a hard push from behind had me slipping in blood. I landed hard on my elbow. I scrambled to one knee, pivoting just in time to catch a second creature as it leapt on me. I gasped as one of my arms slammed into the ground underneath me in a sudden blaze of pain, but it was nothing compared to the instant loss of the throbbing pearl. The light of the creature’s eyes blinded me, backlighting its wide gruesome mouth, and for a moment, I felt paralyzed by its stare. The jaws snapped at my neck. Thick slime coated my chest. I barely held the thing back with an arm between us. My knife ground into its belly, but not enough to kill.

I shrieked into the monster’s face, a possessive rush coursing through my blood. The pearl! I could no longer feel it on my finger! Yet I was trapped between the monster’s strength, barely keeping its teeth from ripping out my throat.

My name was screamed across the battlefield and in an instant, the creature’s huge head slid from its neck and landed beside me. Ciriacus shoved the body off of me, his sword gleaming with black blood, and grabbed my arm to haul me up on my feet.

“Get away from me,” I yelled, blindly shoving him back and feeling along the slick sand. In the pale light of the decapitated head’s eyes, I could see the bent and warped ring’s setting, the emptiness where the pearl once sat. A sob caught in my chest—where had it gone?—as I pushed offal and bodies to the side, a lamenting keen building inside me at the staggering grief of what I’d carelessly lost.

Across from me, Ciriacus’ tracker screamed. “Close the rip, my lord! Do it now!”

Ciriacus released a harsh breath and stepped back, his chant filling the air again. The symbols his men had drawn around the sinkhole began to glow with blue light—the light Enoch once produced when channeling the power of Adonai.

I scrambled to the edge of the sinkhole, where the light beamed strongest. Panic choked me. Nothing could be found in this darkness. A dull roar echoed through the night again, coming from deep within the rip. The sound escalated, making my ears ache with pressure, as another great creature rose, taller than the cliffside. Eyes of all shapes and sizes littered across the chest, the arms, and along a set of vestigial razor-wings against its back. Watching it emerge left me paralyzed with fear. Something even the loss of my third split soul couldn’t overcome.

The blue symbols around the rip faltered, their light sputtering like a candle. Arms grabbed me from behind, hauling me backwards. “Nephilim,” Ciriacus whispered in my ear. Blood coated his face. “Adonai’s damned.”

My heart clogged my throat. Together, we scrambled away from the creature—no, not creature, the nephilim. Ciriacus’ voice warbled, thin and reedy, as he continued to chant in a language I didn’t recognize. The symbols flared once more with light.

The nephilim reared back, suddenly locked within the sinkhole, as water spewed up and around it. The line of its spine throbbed in time to my heartbeat. Thick veins pulsed just beneath skin that bulged on its own like something swam inside him, stretching the flesh outwards and making it thin and membranous. Wide, mismatched eyes peppered his shoulder blades, winking and squinting at me. Each time they blinked, they sunk into his skin like being pulled under by quicksand. Wind howled past my ears, scoring my mind.

Ciriacus’ power began to tighten like thin strings, building a spiderweb of blue light up and around the nephilim. The nephilim thrashed, emitting a guttural scream. Something tugged within me, a foreign, kindred emotion, as the spiderweb extended like cables and attached to Ciriacus’ hands. The darkness faded and I wished I possessed power that didn’t feel like madness. I gripped Ciriacus’ abandoned blade, my teeth gritting together against the compulsion to search for my pearl.

Keep the prince safe. The command echoed in my mind. That I could do. Anything that came close within my reach, I destroyed.

The nephilim pushed against the string, as if tasting the power and recognizing it. It cried out again, and slashed at the cage, making the strings bend and snap like a hundred bows unleashing at once. Ciriacus’ chant dropped to an agonized whimper. The storm lifted and the moon emerged from behind the clouds, bathing his face with a silver light. My arms ached with fatigue as I struck down another smaller eel-monster wriggling toward the ocean. Tears prickled my eyes when I heard his breathing turn ragged. I turned from the nephilim to grip Ciriacus’ shoulder. “Do not give up, yet,” I begged him. “Not yet.”

The sound of thundering hoofbeats made me look up to see two shapes careening down the cliffside. The leading horsewoman called out Ciriacus’ name in alarm. Venetia. In close pursuit behind her must be Talleyrand, the royal heirs’ foster-father. My hand tightened on Ciriacus’ shoulder. “Do not break,” I commanded.

Venetia jumped from her horse before it came to a stop, dropping to her knees and scrawling a new set of symbols into the bloodied sand. Darkness gathered around her like a cloak, her hands rising from the symbols to dive into the sudden threads of black around her, making it malleable. She threw her head back in sudden ecstasy. The darkness shot forward through Ciriacus’ crumbling barrier, weaving like stitches across the rip, and binding it together with a sheet of blackness.

A handmaiden of Isis, I thought. This was the power her lineage commanded.

Talleyrand leapt from his horse, his sword flashing in the light, as he killed two lesser creatures threatening us. “I’m here,” he called to me, and the affirmation of his fresh presence made me want to collapse with relief.

The whole world seemed to shift as Venetia’s seam tugged tight against the earth, drawing part of the hole closed. The nephilim pushed against the remaining blue light barriers, snapping the remaining cables and stepping out of the rip before it closed completely. Surrounded by layers of light and darkness, the nephilim shrank, its eyes boring into the four of us as it transformed from monster to man. Copying us. Becoming like us. Vibrant amber eyes with an orange starburst circling the pupil. Auburn hair, shot with lines of gold like fire, flowed over his face. The wings expanded out around him like a shield, no longer useless on this new, smaller body. He reached down and plucked something from the sand near his feet. He held it up as both the blue light and darkness sealed the rip closed.

My pearl.

Involuntarily, I stepped forward, barely hearing Talleyrand cry out a no behind me. My mouth shaped words, but instead of using my voice, I sent the demand through the pearl, letting the words ring through the nephilim’s hands. Give it back to me.

He tossed the pearl at me, and I screamed, lunging toward him as I lost sight of it in the blackness. As the powers of Adonai and Isis rushed from the rip to bind the nephilim, he shot upward into the sky, disappearing from sight.

“Isis damn this!” I screamed, sifting through the remains of the battle strewn across the ribbed weave of the newly-mended earth.

“Leave it,” Ciriacus yelled back at me. “We haven’t the time. Gamal needs help.”

I glanced over my shoulder to watch Ciriacus prop the tracker into a sitting position, leaning heavily against him. Gamal gasped in pain as Ciriacus pressed his hand hard onto the tracker’s chest.

“I can’t,” I said through gritted teeth and dove up to my elbows into cold monster guts and crushed shells. “Not yet.” The task of finding my third soul yawned in front of me and I knew in my bones I would be here until the sun rose and fell, sifting through each piece of rot until I held the pearl again.

A soft touch on my shoulder made me look up. “What are you looking for?” Venetia asked, her voice quiet as if to soothe me. Her honey-brown eyes squinted at me, her hair a wild dark mass falling down her back.

I almost broke into tears. “A pearl.” It sounded ridiculous, mad, even, but I couldn’t leave here without it safe in my hands.

She looked taken aback, but nodded. “Let me help you, then. Two is better than one.” She knelt beside me and together we silently dug, me breathless with despair, she calculated and calm. When a smooth surface ran across my fingers, I nearly cried with relief. Gore coated the black gem as I wiped it clean. It felt swollen—engorged, even—it could not fit back into the smashed ring setting. I held it to my chest as Venetia wrapped an arm around my shoulders and helped me stand, guiding me to the others.

Talleyrand patched the other wounds covering the tracker’s torso. Ciriacus’ hand covered Gamal’s heart and he shook his head at me. “He won’t last,” he said, harshly.

I bent down, fixated on the man’s gasping mouth, his rolling eyes. I pushed Ciriacus out of my way, pressing my fingers into Gamal’s chest cavity. Searching inside him for his song, I gripped the melody within me that resonated with him. The song wavered from my throat, and he faded from a human in my eyes to a bundle of golden threads, holding inside him a vast darkness. Gamal panted heavily and he watched Ciriacus like one would a prophet. The song folded the severed threads around his heart back together, smoothed the minor imperfections, until the threads became whole again. Until he was whole again—stitched together like Venetia had mended the earth.

When the song came to an end, Ciriacus watched me with wide eyes. I realized he didn’t know about this part of me. Only Enoch had been privy to my powers; an ability from my own diluted nephilim bloodline. Gamal clawed at his healed wound, revealing knitted flesh.

“Your other friend?” I asked.

Ciriacus shook his head. “Killed.”

“What a pity. We should go back to my cottage. We can clean up there.” I stood up and swayed, wondering when Madame Decay would emerge to drag my untethered spirit down to her underworld, but the pearl felt like a crutch, something solid I could lean on, holding up my crumbling mind.

Talleyrand grasped my elbow. “We’ll go together,” he said, and eased me over the sand as if I were a great lady in need of great care. I nearly laughed in his face because they were all wary of me—wary of my power.


CHAPTER 2

Erigenia

The power drained out of me like a sieve and left me gasping at the edge of the forest. I steadied myself against the tall black skeleton of a tree. I felt as if the sky had thinned, the ground had gone pliant, making all the veils holding the world together now easier to penetrate and dive through. Eos had used her power to heal, but for what purpose I couldn’t tell. Down here, so separated from the mutual energy that kept us alive and tethered together, I could forget that she existed, for the most part.

Once, I would have craved these moments where I could break through the veils and become solid in her world. Decaying, yes, but alive. To occupy more of the body we shared, to take up space within her brain, to feel what it was like to be in the real world I once lived in before I died. Up there, the hounds of her shadow waited for me, eager to tear me apart. They knew I was an anomaly, that my time to live—to be conscious, to exist—had passed. I was supposed to be absorbed into the soul that lived forever. To them, this life belonged to Eos. Not me.

This time, I wouldn’t take advantage of the parted veils. Eos would have to manage the thinning world alone. I had bigger problems on my hands than a half-angel girl who couldn’t handle her magic.

“Have you found a trail, yet?” Gwyn asked, sidling up beside me.

I uttered a low sound of frustration. “No, not yet. I haven’t learned the knack of seeing them.”

“You will,” he said, leaning down to kiss me softly on the mouth.

“I have to,” I responded and raised my hand up for inspection. He touched the decaying flesh almost clinically. “I can’t have you bringing me grace to eat all the time, like feeding a farm animal.”

“It’s not grace,” he said, his voice edged. The argument was an old one already. Grace, energy, life, whatever it was called, I needed more of it. “You risk too much. You shouldn’t have re-built the pathway here,” he finished.

“You shouldn’t have destroyed them, then,” I said, remembering how long it had taken him to gather the pieces of me scattered along different realms, different underworlds, different heavens. His fingers had touched all of my bones as he put me back together. It was another reason I couldn’t answer Eos’ calls. The bridge back to her had been shredded.

He sighed. Another old argument. Even so, my fingers curled under his chin, brushing back the long silver braid looped over his shoulder. I offered him a small smile. “You destroyed them so I wouldn’t leave,” I teased. I tilted my head up, expecting a kiss, when my world shifted to the side, the tall swaying skeleton trees lurching and falling as if the ground went out from under them. Cracks of a black void splintered Gwyn’s face. A scream caught in my throat and then, like a bowstring snap after an arrow has flown, everything came back into focus.

“I destroyed them so you wouldn't leave your physical body.” Gwyn’s dark eyes peered into my face, concern written in his brow. “What’s wrong?”

I gave a breathless laugh, trying to hide my panic. This wasn’t mere hunger. This was the sliding disappearance of existence. Something I’d hoped would never happen, something I’d thought I’d been able to prevent. “I’m hungrier than I thought,” I lied.

His hands dug into my arms and I realized he was holding me up from collapse. I let out a deep breath and leaned into him. Maybe this existence-sliding was a repercussion of Eos’ irresponsible use of power. I hadn’t been away from her this long before. That explanation felt more solid than the possibility that my magic, however old, was breaking.

“That way,” I said, pointing into the forest, hoping to distract Gwyn from what had happened. “I see it now.” A spackled path of light led through the woods.

“Excellent,” he said, and hand in hand, we followed the pathway. It reminded me of the patterns found on bird eggs, both small and big spots dotting the fragile curvature holding growing life. A memory hit me, one where I precariously rolled three eggs in one hand, their shells skidding together, my eyes comically wide as I tried not to drop them or let them crack against each other while a girl—my friend—laughed in the distance. Shuddering, I closed my eyes tight and tried to erase her laughter, but the sound grew louder, transforming from a girlish giggle to an insane cackle.

“Shouldn’t you be concerned with me eating grace?” I asked. “I mean, energy?”

Gwyn’s soft breath stirred my short brunette hair. It had grown back, after I’d decayed to almost nothing, the ragged edges sticking up in all directions. “Energy is energy,” he said. “I shuffle it from one reality to the next, taking death and letting it become new life. Who am I to dictate where energy goes, what purpose it serves? If it keeps you from drifting, keeps you whole, it is worth hunting. Someday, your energy will be the source of life for another.”

A knot formed in my belly at his words. That should have been my fate, already. “But my existence is unusual.”

“Yes.” His hand tightened in mine. “I’ve never met something like you before.”

It is because I made it so. Death had always been my one fear; my existence guttered in the wax of my life, my soul devoured to sustain another, my name erased and forgotten, the sudden realization of my mortality meant I meant nothing. I bit my lip, felt the flesh slough off into my mouth.

The spackled trail wove through the trees to a piece of golden light glowing just underneath the soil. I rested against one of the black trees while Gwyn dug the light out—a large seed—and presented it to me in his palm.

“I buried this,” he said, studying the seed. “I think it used to be a woman who’d dreamed of growing as tall as the oaks in her homeland.”

Hunger ripped at my belly. I snatched the seed out of his palm and plopped the light into my mouth. It wasn’t Eos’ grace, but it would sustain me. “Maybe the tree will grow within me,” I said, as the light warmed me from the inside out. It felt like peace.

He lifted my arm up. I looked like myself again—not the mixed mutt appearance of Eos, but wholly mine: my flesh whole, my short hair rich with color, my deep chocolate brown eyes. I sighed in relief, putting my fingers against my lips to feel the smooth sacred life within me.

Gwyn paused, his head cocked to the side as if listening intently. He stood, his hand going to the simple sword strapped to his waist. “Do you feel that, Erigenia?” he whispered.

I shivered at my name. It was still new, to hear it said out loud, and said often. The world sharpened that much more, and a baying howl cut through the air. Yellow eyes lit up the dark forest and I planted my back against Gwyn’s. How had they found me? How could they sense me this far away from Eos?

One of them slammed into Gwyn. A second one jumped up on my chest, pushing me flat on the ground. Claws dug long stripes into my chest. Jaws snapped against my face, slobber hot against my skin. Shadow hounds—the dogs attached to the shadow of Eos’ self, the darkness that hunted me and tried to fetch me back to the rolling center of the soul, to devour me, merge my separated being back where it belonged with Eos. I bared my teeth, refusing to scream, as the howls transformed into words. “You locked me up, locked me up, locked me up.”

I couldn’t breathe. The voice was an echo of my past, a sound I’d never thought to hear again. These weren’t Eos’ shadow hounds. They belonged to another, but how could they be free? How much time had passed? Had the magic I’d wielded when alive weakened that much?

How close was she to breaking free?

“You locked me up, locked me up, locked me up.”

The jaws gnawed at my arm like a chicken bone. The cackle from my memory rushed back at me, “You locked me up, locked me up, locked me—

A sword jammed through the shadow hound. It floated into the air, dissipating like smoke. Gwyn panted over me. His blade dripped with shadows that slowly disappeared from the sharp edge. I leapt into his arms—the one point of sanity, the one person who loved me more than I’d ever been loved before—both in life and in death.

“What was that?” he whispered over and over into my ear. I clutched him close, seeing the world spackled like the bird eggs, but this time spackled with blackness, with nothingness, with my death.


CHAPTER 3

Eos

I pushed open the front door of my cottage, the weakened tracker’s arms slung over mine and Talleyrand’s shoulders. “Put him here,” I ordered, and together we eased Gamal into a chair. Once settled, he stroked the jagged hole piercing his shirt, astounded at the new flesh beneath it. As Talleyrand stooped to check the man’s temperature, Venetia knelt to light a fire.

I headed back outside where Ciriacus tended to the corpse slung over his horse—poor man, arm bitten straight off, chest half removed. My breath fogged the damp air, small white puffs disappearing around me. “We can lay him in the stable for now, with the horses,” I said, trying to be gentle, and gesturing to the small structure where Jacques usually kept his beasts. Empty now, luckily.

Ciriacus nodded, wiping his sweat-damp hair off his forehead. We led the two horses into the stable and then eased the corpse onto a pile of straw. I balanced back, hands on my hips. The damp cold sunk into my fingers, making them numb. Ciriacus knelt beside the man, pressing his hands palm-to-palm in prayer, eyes shut tight, mouth moving silently.

I let out a disbelieving laugh. “We’ll get him a proper ceremony in the morning.”

“I’m conducting the proper ceremony now,” Ciriacus said, irritated. “His soul belongs to Adonai.”

A chill ran up my spine. If this man had become a follower of Adonai, then Ciriacus had managed to carry out Enoch’s work—and had been much more successful. Ciriacus turned back to the dead man, and it sounded like his muttering increased in volume.

I turned away, nicking to the horses and guiding them to the stall farthest away from the funerary ritual Ciriacus carried out. As long as the corpse’s spirit didn’t haunt my home, Ciriacus could practice any tradition he wished. I wiped their flanks as best I could with rags hung from wall hooks and then threw a blanket over one of them, going through the motions I’d seen Jacques do time and again. Glancing over their curved backs, I observed Ciriacus draw shapes on his follower’s face, the ceremony drawing to a close. I approached him as quietly as I could, an outsider peering in on this intimate moment that felt familiar enough in its expression of grief, yet still incredibly foreign.

Ciriacus looked up at me. Anguish pinched his features. “He was a good man,” he said. “The rips are dangerous. He knew the risks, but I wish this hadn’t happened to him.”

“I’m sorry you lost a friend,” I said.

He rose to his feet and my chest clenched with an eerie emotion: a warning, a suspicion, something that resonated back to the first time we’d met, locked in a hidden room during the queen’s winter celebration. I didn’t know what he was going to do or say, but I knew it would hurt.

“I’ve been meaning to speak with you alone, but I haven’t had the courage.” He paused, and his voice became low and desperate. “What happened? What happened to Enoch?”

Words stuck in my throat as my mind flipped like the pages of a book: the angelic civil war, the deal I’d made to get the Book, the angel who’d plucked it out of my hands as the sky opened up into fire. “He disappeared,” I said, sounding faint. “Adonai took him.”

“No, you don’t get to say that.” Ciriacus punctuated each word with a pointed finger. “You both departed on that ship, that damn ship with those criminal people, and then it was weeks of nothing. I couldn’t find you. I couldn’t find Enoch. I couldn’t even find a record of the ship. I thought you’d sunk and drowned.”

He wouldn’t have been able to, either. Taliesin, our captain, had anchored with enough time to drop off his cargo, bypassing such things as ports and regulation procedures. Once Enoch had disappeared in front of my eyes—taken by his god—I had had to walk all the way back home.

“And then, L’Essons was found dead. Gossip says you were his mistress. You? I didn’t believe it. Yet, here you are. In his house. Living off an inheritance.”

“I was given this house fairly.” My cheeks burned hot. “You don’t have the right to question why I live here or the reasons behind it.”

“I thought someone was pretending, using your name for their own purposes.” His voice rose, drowning me out. “The lady on the hill has been a popular court topic—L’Essons’ hermit whore finally got what she’d worked for. I didn’t believe it. Enoch wouldn’t have let something like that stand. Yet, here you are.”

I swallowed hard. It sickened me knowing that someone had talked about me in such a way when I had tried so hard to change my identity. I was nothing like the Bordeaux girl I had once been, so many years ago.

“Ciriacus—”

“What happened on the ship? What happened with the Book?”

“I got the Book. Rahab gave it to me, but the rebellion wouldn’t wait any longer and launched an attack first—”

Ciriacus shook his head in denial.

“—and another angel took the Book from me. Ciriacus, I swear he took it right out of my hands.”

Ciriacus spread his hands out wide. “Why didn’t it stop the war? We did what we set out to do. We fulfilled our promise. Why didn’t Adonai stop them and free the Watchers, as Enoch had bargained?”

“I don’t know, but He didn’t. I can’t explain the actions of a god!”

The disbelieving look he gave me—Ciriacus had been pushed to the edge of all reason. He shut his eyes tight for a moment. “Did you kill Enoch?” he asked, as if the question itself were painful.

“I didn’t, I couldn’t, I would never.”

“He wouldn’t leave us like this.”

“Ciriacus, he’s gone.”

“Then where did your power come from? You healed Gamal before my eyes. I’ve never seen you do that before.”

I ran my hands through my hair in exasperation. “Don’t act as if you’re an open book. Your power is stronger than Enoch’s ever was to be able to bind a nephilim.”

“I earned it after my initiation,” he snapped. “When I became a true prophet. Is that when you gained yours?”

A lump formed in my throat. I didn’t want to tell him, but I couldn’t see a way not to. “I’ve always had it. Enoch knew. He surmised I’m a descendant of a nephilim. Of Sariel, specifically.”

Ciriacus stilled at that. The silence stretched between us and I wondered if he would pinion me with blue light then, call upon his god-given powers, and slay me. “How is that possible,” he whispered.

“How is it possible that nephilim are emerging out of the rips?” I shot back. “The story that they'd all been killed was a lie. We witnessed proof of that tonight. I'm proof of it. Enoch lied to us from the very beginning.”

“I thought you had both died.” His hand covered his mouth as if in shock. “I was alone and we had failed. You were supposed to be the sacrifice to Rahab. You were supposed to give him the Book of Raziel and he was going to come back. The angels would be forgiven and saved. Enoch told me that.”

“I was, I did,” I hissed. “I did everything he asked of me. I got the Book, but it wasn’t enough. He left us, Ciriacus. Adonai came to him and he left us.”

“And now our world is crumbling.” Ciriacus mused, his thumb rubbing along his jaw. “Venetia and I barely understand how to close the rips. I can bind the creatures and she can mend the earth, but there are too many of them. I never thought I’d see such magic performed by an Isis handmaiden, but she’s the only one willing and strong enough. Between the two of us, we can’t close them all.”

“Let me help you,” I urged. “We worked well together tonight, didn’t we?”

He looked beyond me, lost in thought, and I turned to follow his line of sight. Instead of the tall green trees and the familiar shape of my cottage, a pathway of rounded stones of light blinded me, warping the distance into a tunnel. Squinting from the brightness, I could barely make out a black pyramid rising at the very end of the light. The light-stones pulsed like a flashing beacon and I reached out for some semblance of reality, gripping the frame of the stable door.

“We should go back inside,” Ciriacus said beside me. I glanced at him, watched him step into the light that nearly swallowed him, except for a shadowed outline. I closed my eyes, seeing the throbbing red of my eyelids.

He hadn’t seen it. It wasn’t real. Madame Decay hadn’t arrived, but this had to be a glimpse into wherever she hid from me. I followed Ciriacus’ shadow, let him unknowingly guide me to my own house.

As soon as the door closed behind me, the unnatural luminosity disappeared, snuffed out like a dead star. Candlelight coated my face, familiar and soothing. I leaned back against the wall, breathing a sigh of relief. Digging into the pocket of my skirt, I pulled out the pearl and rolled it in my palm. For once, it felt like an inanimate object, empty of calling, all limerence broken. Had the nephilim curbed its want? Or had it somehow drunk its fill of blood and ocean?

Voices drifted from the other room. I searched for some sign of Madame Decay, but the only odd alteration of my world had been outside and even then, that vision had faded. I tightened my fist around the pearl. Perhaps, this third split of my soul counteracted the insanity of Madame Decay, to a point. But how to keep it sated?

I followed the voices, now raised in argument. Ciriacus stood beside Gamal, who was seated in the chair gazing up at his prince with a sense of near-worship. Talleyrand paced in front of the lit fireplace, while Venetia hunched in another chair, glaring at him.

“You shouldn’t have gone alone,” Talleyrand said, hot with anger. “You both shouldn’t have. What were you thinking, running off like that?”

“What were we to do?” Venetia demanded, glancing at Ciriacus as if trying to gain his support for her side. “Let another monster rampage through the city? Risk losing what’s left of our army? Ilihannon is falling. This was something we could at least try to prevent.”

“You’re both worth more than an army, more than the city,” Talleyrand spat.

“Save your affection for your own children.” Horror spread over Venetia’s face as soon as the words left her lips.

Blood drained from Talleyrand’s face. “If one survives, I will.”

“Talleyrand, I’m sorry—”

He motioned with his hand, cutting her off mid-sentence. “Is that how you feel as well, Ciriacus? Should I have let you both gallop off whenever you hear word of an open rift with barely a fighting chance? Or will we lose more souls to your insensibility?”

“Ilihannon cannot fall,” Ciriacus said in a soft voice, adding, “Venetia did not mean what she said.”

“I’m not your father.” Talleyrand turned to stare into the fire. “I understand very well what I am to you the older I get, my lord.”

Ciriacus shot Venetia a look—make this right. She spread her hands helplessly—how?

“Who else is able to close the rips, besides us?” I asked.

“My mother,” Ciriacus answered, “but she will not. She’s pregnant after her last child was stillborn and refuses to use any powers that might put the child at risk.”

Talleyrand’s hand clenched into a fist against the mantle. My heart uttered a soft wheeze for him. As queen’s consort, he must be used to hiding how he felt, but having it thrown in his face that the heirs he helped raise only saw him as an accessory to Ermessenda must’ve hurt. And now, the only woman with the ability to help save his city was bedridden because she carried his child.

Gamal clasped Ciriacus’ arm. “Do not despair, my lord. When we vowed to aid you, we knew we would follow you to the death. As you said, Adonai will provide.”

“You’ve blessed me.” Ciriacus offered Gamal a tired, but warm smile.

I bit the inside of my cheek. Fanaticism, so familiar! Gamal’s flushed cheeks and glassy eyes lent to what type of followers Ciriacus had cultivated.

“Tell me about Ilihannon,” I said. “How sacked is it?”

Venetia tore her gaze from Talleyrand to look at me. “Why would we include you in this transaction, Lady Azzapardi? While I admire your eagerness to help your realm, much of this lies above you.”

“And yet without me, you might not even be here,” I said, staring into her hardened face, remembering her dinner party full of revolutionaries and her speech about loyalty and the consequences of that loyalty lost. Seeking a seat on the throne had a way of reshaping anyone’s morality.

“L’Essons was one of my strongest supporters,” she hissed. “He was my friend. Simply because you were his side project doesn’t make you inclusive to this conversation nor provide you the right to inject your opinion.”

“Eos and I have been friends for a long time,” Ciriacus said to her. “It’s no coincidence we are here, taking part of her hospitality.”

Venetia’s honey-brown eyes widened in surprise. I glanced at Ciriacus, stunned. I’d seen him vying for Enoch’s attention and approval, but I’d rarely seen him interact in close quarters with his kin. The result was interesting, to say the least.

“She healed Gamal,” Talleyrand added. “I think her powers put her on par with yours, my lady.”

Venetia took a deep breath, humbled. “Ilihannon has retreated behind its wall. Parts that lie outside that wall have been mostly demolished. The last attack from an open rip came from inside the wall and managed to do minimal damage before we contained it.”

“To the infrastructure,” Ciriacus corrected. “Our army was cut in half.”

I thought of the fisherman’s docks, the boardwalk, the shops overflowing with imported wares. The wealthy and poor now mingled behind the great wall that once defended Ilihannon long before my time, when the city was newly born and small. I licked my lips, wondering if my next offer would be my ruin. “With our powers working together in tandem, we could be a force to be reckoned with. Ciriacus can bind, Venetia can mend, and I can heal. If I can heal those wounded on the battlefield, we wouldn’t lose any soldiers.”

“At this point,” Venetia cut in, “Ermessenda has ordered our warriors into a defensive position to protect the inner sanctum, where we are safe. Life’s customs continue, but another rip like before we would not survive. We are not a military city.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “We are a port. If we could kill creatures with silk, we would easily come out the victor. Mercenary contracts have been issued, but the response has been slower than anticipated.”

An uneasiness began to flavor my thoughts—what if I was unable to partake in the battle and the pearl would call to me again?—but I couldn’t let it unbalance me. “What about the criminal slave population?” I asked. “How many fighters could be brought out? Their lives mean nothing to the queen.”

Talleyrand turned, his brown eyes focused with interest on me, as if calculating my worth. He must have been at least ten years older than me, but time had been kind to him. “They could volunteer to go to war, and earn a reduced sentence.”

“Could you get the queen to agree to it?” Ciriacus asked quietly.

“I think so.” Talleyrand bared his teeth. “I still have some uses, Ciriacus.”

“We could actively seek out the next rip with enough fighters,” I said, “and begin to map them out. Find new ones, track closed ones, make calculated offensive moves.”

“Get the approval, Talleyrand,” Ciriacus said with a grin. “I’ll speak with the prisoners myself and search the records for sold slaves with the correct background. The First Circle would give up their property at the chance of restoring order again, if induced to do so by their prince.”

I knew that edged look in Ciriacus’ eyes and held up my hands. “Rest first and then run. You can all stay here. The sun’s already coming up.”


CHAPTER 4

Erigenia

An orange glow emanated from inside Gwyn’s albino hellhound like a breathing ember. The landscape shifted and altered around me, sliding in and out of different terrain where souls waited for regeneration, until it finally settled into a forest full of slender twisted trunks. The hound padded ahead of me, the glow shining out of her panting mouth, providing just enough light for me to pick my way further into the grove.

Earlier, Gwyn’s Wild Hunt had beckoned him to ride into the night. Gwyn’s second-in-command’s fanged mouth had grinned as he urged my antlered god to exploration and mischief with rapid hand movements forming shapes and symbols. A new landscape expansion had formed in the outreaches of this ever-changing underworld, Gwyn translated for me, and the monster’s glowing white eyes crinkled in approval. The stout feathered wings attached to his back drifted around his muscle-wrapped skull. He placed his clawed hand around Gwyn’s neck, bringing their foreheads together. Shame pinged through me. If the individuals of the Wild Hunt had names, I’d never taken the time to learn them.

Still, I was grateful for the solitude. The black dots that spackled my vision had only just begun to disappear. The events before still haunted me, tugging at distant memories that had been wiped away when I…died.

A terrible word, died. An excise of soul, really. I spent my life, time, and energy fighting for everything I wanted—mastering spellcraft, ruthlessly ensuring my future pathway remained clear before me—and it all meant nothing. Death claims you, recycles you, sends you through the tumbler until you come out polished, and then wipes your experiences clean so you can try to live all over again from scratch.

My fist slammed into one of the tree trunks at the thought. Reincarnation was just a kinder word for death. When you’re reincarnated, you forget everything you were before to make way for the new person, who would use the egg white of your energy to protect the growing yolk of their self. Erigenia had been replaced with another soul who was replaced with another soul down a long line of regurgitation that lead to Eos.

Pointless. But I had broken the cycle. Defeated it.

Yet, nothing lasts forever. My magic, crafted when I walked the world, had cracks in it. My past lay behind me like an expanse of rolling hills I’d climbed, my future the same landscape in front of me. The earth below each was made of the same constant, the same soil creating the bedrock of my self: my spellwork.

I suppose it was why I was out here to begin with. Emerging from Eos’ soul had been a bit like rebirth. With more independence, I slowly remembered who I’d been, but to reclaim the facets of Erigenia, I had to fight through the layers of Eos. The first step had been remembering my name. The second step was to let my power surface. Now, as it came to a boil, I desperately wanted to let it speak.

The trees faded, leaving me exposed against the banks of a rushing river. Thick greenery clogged the stretch of land opposite me, their outlines hazy as if the underworld was trying to recreate from a poor memory rather than start fresh. I crouched and dug my hands into the rich black sand. I sensed a familiar vibration within it as the clods crumbled from my fingers. Strong. Thick. Binding. Somehow, this forest had taken impressions from my past to craft this scenery. After all, this was where I’d been reabsorbed into non-existence. It looked exactly like the place I’d died.

I had to know how far my magic had regressed. How much it had weakened.

I fought through the murky waters of Eos, fought past the sediment of those who’d been born and died between her lifetime and mine. I teased apart my rebirth at the hands of her rapist, how the shadow-jackals had torn me to pieces when our soul split into three at Rahab’s hand, my overwhelming adoration for Gwyn when he’d sat wounded beneath the raw boughs of a tree, his legs shattered, decreeing he would reap a god.

My surprise when I’d emerged from the waters of non-existence into the progeny of Sariel, his bloodline so diluted that I couldn’t detect it at first. My satisfaction seeing the wingback chained and contained in a cave. What pride he wielded when he told me his angelic powers were beyond the children of clay.

The thread connecting Eos and I together wobbled like a plucked string. That memory had been wholly mine.

Adonai, that bastard. A golden flash of a torque, hot and hated, around my throat. The damp smell of a bog, ripe with peat. Angel wings—messengers—fluttering in their majesty.

Another pluck along the bowstring connecting us. I tugged on it, tested its strength, like a fish caught on a line. I gasped from the old rush of power as the world bent sideways, sending my hands straight into the earth to catch myself. Symbols wrenched from my hands, eager and awake, and the sand felt alive under me, composed of the backbone minerals for life.

A small boy standing beside a corpse. From the body rose a tall haunt, wispy black. Her face had been replaced with an emotionless white mask. Behind the boy, monsters watched and waited like ancient kings. The boy took the haunt’s shadow-hand, his mouth moving silently, as he showed her how to forget her feet and float.

I’d planted the seed of reincarnation there. I was a young girl. That seed had blossomed into a flower of resurrection.

The memory disappeared, like water dousing a flame. I looked down. The hound lit up the hieroglyphs I’d drawn in the sand. Reading them, I now had a prophecy to sink my teeth into: Adonai and Gwyn must never clash swords, for one would fall.

My hands shook above the symbols. The hellhound whined and paced, nudging me away from the bank. I let her push me into the familiar territory of my afterlife, away from the landscape shards of my life. Fog thickened between the trees, and I put a hand against my heart, feeling the silence. I forced it to thud. I needed the reassuring tick of my body.

When would Gwyn, king of the dead, and Adonai, master of the skies, have the means to meet? Angels had fallen. This Eos had seen with her own eyes, even if she didn’t comprehend the true meaning of it. The messengers had crashed into the underworld, into a place so far from Adonai they would never feel his presence again. But they must’ve crashed into this world, with their bodies still full of Adonai’s grace, still screaming his prayers. My stomach clenched in fear. The Wild Hunt had gone to explore a new emergence in their underworld. They had gone to explore the messenger’s new hell.

The forest melted away, transforming into a heathered moor. Much to my relief, Gwyn’s Wild Hunt milled about the reddish-purple flowers. The fog reached out towards them like fingers. Gwyn approached me with ash war paint coating his face, a pleased smile curving his pink mouth. “Look,” he said, his arms cradling a small humming creature. A hellhound pup, all muscle and sinew without flesh or hair, small black eyes blinking blindly. “One of the hounds finally gave birth.”

“How can that be?” I asked. My hand hovered above the hound’s tiny ears. I was afraid to touch that striped crimson muscle, the fragile white sinew and tendon stringing the pup together. It snapped milk teeth at me.

“Hellhounds live here,” he said. “As I do. This is their realm, just as your birthplace was once your realm.” He leaned forward, pressed his lips against my dark hair.

“So, life can exist here?”

“Life can exist anywhere,” Gwyn said.

“How does this world work?” I asked in awe, still eyeing the newborn in Gwyn’s arms.

“I wouldn’t call it a world,” he said. “This is more like an epicenter where worlds and lands loosely connect, coming in and out of touch. While the dead do flock here as a resting place before being renewed in their next destination, it still is a place.”

“How can you move between worlds?”

He smiled at me, as if pleased with my questions. “Your curiosity is endless, Erigenia. I simply shuffle energy from one place to the next.”

An inkling built in the back of my mind, an idea malformed but gaining shape. “Can you go through time?”

He shook his head. “No. Although time does move differently between different worlds I’ve interacted with.”

“Could you find a certain place? Maybe one that’s not exactly a realm?”

He nuzzled the pup. “What are you looking for, Erigenia?”

A labyrinth, I thought. I need to find a labyrinth. I opened my mouth to say it aloud, but Gwyn turned away as his second-in-command placed a hand on his shoulders. Made shapes with his hands. Gwyn uttered a soft laugh and rocked the newborn in response. “Ariel hopes this one will run with us one day. He hopes to care for her when she’s weaned.”

My heart stopped. Ariel. A messenger name. An angelic name.

Ariel signed to Gwyn at a rapid-fire pace. The small wings, coated with the same war paint as on Gwyn’s face, fluttered against his back. I should’ve known. Another memory flashed through me, like a dream: a monster like this, shooting into the sky, bright eyes sinking in and out of the skin like quicksand.

Gwyn bundled the pup closer to his chest and nodded to Ariel in agreement. “I’ll take her back to her mother.” He walked back down to the Wild Hunt.

“Ariel,” I said quickly before he could follow. “Of God, isn’t it? Lion of god.”

Ariel froze, and when he turned to me, he no longer grinned—he bared his teeth at me. I swallowed hard but tilted my chin up. “Did you take Gwyn to where the angels fell?” I asked, soft and deadly. “Are you one of Adonai’s spies, one of his messengers?”

In one step, he loomed over me. One hand raised, quivering like it yearned to sign.

“You’re an angel, aren’t you?” I whispered.

Ariel shook his head swiftly, held a finger up against his mouth. Be quiet.

I stilled the tremor going through me before I spoke again. “A nephilim?”

He nodded.

“I thought most of the nephilim were killed.”

He reached up into the sky as if grabbing something delicate, like a feather, and dragged it down to his chest.

I took a deep breath. “You did die.”

His head bobbed up and down, the wings ruffling in panic. His hands formed shapes and I backed away, shaking my head. “I don’t understand.”

He let out a sound of distress, looking lost, and scanned the ground. Motioning me to crouch, he ripped out the heather, creating a hole in the soil and began to draw symbols.

“No,” I said, my hand on his arm stilling his writing. “The language of aw-dawn, of man.”

He gave me a long look but brushed away the words and began writing hieroglyphs.

Killed. Afterlife. Acceptance. Family.

The pulsing gold seed I’d eaten flashed through my mind. Gwyn had told me that that spirit wished to become a tree. I knew the fate of the nephilim: either slaughtered by their fathers or ostracized by their families due to their terrible, destructive natures. “When you died, you wished to find acceptance,” I said. “The Wild Hunt became your family.”

The fanged mouth opened wide and he put his hands together, silently applauding.

“Whoever named you, loved you,” I pointed out. “El means Of God. I don’t think many nephilim earned that honor.”

He tilted his head back as if to laugh and then brushed the loose soil blank again.

Ariel fear father. Trick family.

“You steered the Wild Hunt away from the fallen angels? You’re scared of them?”

He mimed shoving a sword through his stomach.

I made a sound of recognition. “I can understand that. I wouldn’t want to meet those who wanted me dead, either, even if it was in a previous life.”

He nodded, a flash of anxiety crossing his muscle-wrapped features. His fingers dug symbols into the ground, scribing more questions. Ariel sensed them. How are they here?

“They fell,” I said, sounding harsher than intended. Eos' vibrant memories of witnessing fire cutting through the sky from an ocean vessel poured through me. I snarled, willing them away. Those recollections weren't mine. “They disobeyed, much like your messenger-father I imagine, and now they're being punished.”

Why disobey? After everything?

I shrugged. “Does it matter? What matters is they're here. Putting everything we love at risk.”

I knelt beside him and brushed the soil clean. I drew the hieroglyphs of the prophecy I’d been given. “I used to be a priestess of Ishtahar,” I explained. “My magic is a gift from the earth. Sometimes, the earth tells me who will lay within it in the future.”

He read my symbols, his body growing still as he absorbed their meaning. A muffled moan seeped past his teeth.

“You understand it, then?” I asked. “We must keep Gwyn away from the angels. Away from Adonai.”

A teardrop of light slid down his cheek. He scrubbed the prophecy away, covering the spot with heather, and stomped a clawed foot on top of it. He hit his chest once, twice, three times, but we didn’t need words, symbols, or shapes. I knew a warrior’s vow when I saw one.

I clasped his arm. “I’m glad you understand.”


CHAPTER 5

Eos

The queen’s request for an audience came in the form of an invitation to an intimate gathering of her trusted inner circles. If I hadn’t known Talleyrand was behind the event, I’d have scoffed at such a display of decadence in a time of invasion, a way for the royals to pretend prosperity.

I’d already commissioned clothes in preparation for the event and Ada’s fulfillment of my vision hadn’t been in vain—an indigo tunic cinched at the waist with golden chains, and the golden bands decorating my arms and wrists pulled the open sleeves together. The pearl, secure within a stronger setting, looked like a black splotch on my finger. Ever since we’d closed the rift on the beach, the pearl’s call had become quiet. I hoped its silence would continue.

Jacques’ small carriage carried me into the city limits, and as the dirt roads turned to stone, I studied the destruction that had sent Ilihannon’s people scuttling for safety behind the city’s inner walls. Husks of buildings with the roofs ripped off, or walls crumbling as if a fist had been punched through them, lined the smashed boardwalk. The docksides stood empty with an eerie silence and lack of the usual bustle of everyday life.

Yet, Ilihannon wasn’t under constant attack. The danger came from whenever monsters decided to emerge from the rips. Already I could see citizens picking at the ruin, rebuilding both structures and their homes. Enoch always said evil came from within; it was from the beliefs of man that led to evil actions. Now that the angels had fallen, evil was tangible—creatures that destroyed and killed, even nephilim, who a god once tried to kill to extinction.

At the gates to the inner wall, soldiers carefully inspected our carriage, and my invitation, before admitting us. Once we pulled through, the familiar cacophony of the city filled my ears louder than ever before. I smiled in nostalgia. Home.

My fingers ran along the wooden seats as I studied Ilihannon’s heart, now cramped and more chaotic than ever before. Old worries played in the back of my mind. What had happened to the Bordeaux House when the nephilim came? Thinking of my mother felt like prodding a tender bruise. Did she live, or had she fallen to the call of her addiction, or perhaps under a monster’s heel? Would I ever seek her out, try to find her? My heart shrank at the thought. I reminded myself that now she was just that—a memory.

The carriage rolled to a stop at the royal estate and I let myself out, waving to Jacques to pull away. I watched him go, a soft breeze sending goosebumps racing over my arms. Other carriages crowded the pristine entrance, mulling with people kissing hellos. Here, at least, the evil released by the angels had little impact. I tentatively checked my hair, spooled around my head and gathered at my neck.

“Lady Azzapardi.”

I turned, plastering on a brilliant smile. A tall man, dark-haired and green-eyed, grinned down at me. A gold chain hung down his chest, tucked away under his black jacket and shirt. “Captain Mido Odion,” he said. “The princess requested that I escort you this evening.” He held an arm out to me. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“It would be a pleasure,” I said slowly, taking his offering with caution. A dinner party, so long ago in the halls of L’Essons’ home, replayed in the back of my mind. There, amongst revolutionaries, Venetia had spoken of loyalty and the consequences of loyalty lost while using me as her scapegoat. This Captain Odion hadn’t been there, but I sensed he shared the same hope that L’Essons did: that Venetia might one day be queen.

“I hear you’re the reason for this gathering,” he said, leading me into the queen’s domain.

“I never dreamed I would attract such attention.” I cast my eyes down, as if he overwhelmed me, looking up at him through my lashes.

“Venetia assures me you’re worth it.” He winked and led me through the palace doors, past the greeting hosts, and into the ballroom that played in my dreams sometimes: the checkered dance floor, the chandelier, and the portrait of the three L’Agalantine children, mouths slashes of red, gazing over the room’s proceedings. Musicians plucking their instruments filled the silence between the chatter. High, open windows let the obsidian sky surround us like a sheet, the stars defeated by the bright inside light.

Guests floated from one side of the room to the other like a wave and I picked out the elegant from the uncertain, the fresh Bordeaux women standing out like a sore thumb. I flushed. How must I have looked here once upon a time, instigating drinking contests and dancing! It was no surprise Cressida had found me so easily afterward and put me on the path that brought me here.

“I wanted to express my sympathy in L’Essons’ passing,” Mido said, handing me a bubbling drink in a tall thin glass. “I know you were close with him. He was a good friend of mine as well. I know his name will always be remembered, to guide him in the afterlife.”

I nearly choked on my drink. I knew a prying question when I heard one. I’d never be free of L’Essons, especially when I’d claimed him as a lover, but it had been foolish of me to forget that I was expected to mourn him. “A Bordeaux girl, turned serving maid to illustrious mistress, and now lady? Not many can boast such a climb up the social ladder, you mean.”

Mido raised his glass to commend me. “Stowaway to captain, here. Not such a leap of the imagination. And not all due to the help and kindness of others. Some were due to luck.” He put his drink down and slid a gentle hand over mine, his voice sinking to a whisper. “We are in this together—putting the correct queen on the throne.”

“Odino, it’s good to see you!”

Mido plastered on a roguish smile, the traitor beneath transformed to the party-enjoyer. He turned, allowing me to see behind him. It was the last person I would’ve expected to see in my life.

“Chavalerio,” Mido greeted. Chavalerio returned the smile, but froze when he saw me. His dark eyes seemed to splinter, bringing me back to that day in his study, so young and uncertain and shamed for having to beg.

“I hope your lovely wife is here. You do know we are having an affair,” Mido said. It must have been a standing jibe between them from his chuckle, the way he fondly clasped Chavalerio’s shoulder.

“Only with her lively conversation.” Chavalerio sounded dazed.

Mido licked his lips, a frown mark appearing between his brows at Chavalerio’s less than enthusiastic response. Chavalerio and I were staring at each other, an unabashed, shocked, you’ve-risen-from-the-dead up and down. Father. That’s your father.

A high-pitched squeal echoed through the air, leaving goosebumps on my skin as a mass of curls and skirts launched into Mido’s arms.

“Mido! Uncle Mido!”

Mido laughed and spun a little girl, tossing her up in the air. Her mouth opened wide in delight, her chestnut hair gleaming. When Mido let her down, she swayed in her white dress, the open sleeves accenting her slender shoulders. Chavalerio bent down and wrapped his arm around her. I could see him in her, the line of her brow and the pinch to her curious eyes, but no regal Chavalerio nose. This girl, this legitimate daughter, was my half-sister. Sister. What did we look like together? Could anyone tell?

“Lady Azzapardi, may I present to you Lord Archer Chavalerio and the little Lady Camilla Chavalerio,” Mido said, proud as if he were presenting his own family.

“Hello,” she said instantly.

I blinked and remembered to smile back at the beaming girl in her father’s arms. “Hello,” I said and hoped I didn’t sound as faint as I felt.

“You have very pretty hair.” Such a charming girl, all batting eyes and sweetness.

“Well, I wish I had hair like yours. It’s beautiful,” I said.

Her smile grew to show her white teeth.

“Come, Camilla,” Chavalerio said. “Let’s go find your mother.”

“It was nice meeting you!” Camilla called out as her father steered her away. I did a slow wave, watching her put her hand trustingly in his.

“Do you know the Chavalerio family well?” Mido asked after a moment, offering his arm again.

“No, not well at all,” I said, wanting to wipe the sweat from my palms. “You seem to be good acquaintances, though.”

He nodded. “We started out as fishing friends and ended up as drinking companions. He’s like an older brother to me.”

I tried to picture Chavalerio fishing. I could imagine him drinking just fine.

Mido swiped two glasses of wine from a passing courier and handed one to me. I drank the whole thing in one gulp. Dancers conglomerated on the dance floor and I spotted Venetia, her dark hair piled up so that it left her neck bare, her crimson dress flowing behind her, gold chains lying on her chest and droplets clinging to her ears. She danced with an unknown man, her cheeks flushed as the song ended.

I turned to Mido, but I had been about to say died in my throat. Enraptured, his mouth half parted as if he drank Venetia’s essence from the air. Sweet and holy Isis, the man was in love.

Catching sight of us, Venetia broke away from her companion. As she approached, a sway to her hips, I thought of the kiss we shared in L’Essons’ dining room and watched Mido straighten his shoulders. It made me feel better knowing he wouldn’t give us up in the intrigue, but it made me worry about how far Mido would go for her, and if in his attempts to please, he would kill us all in the end.

“Eos, I’m so glad you were able to make it,” she said with a smile, taking my hand in hers. Her round face glowed. “And in such fine company too.”

She lifted her hand and Mido took it, bringing it to his lips and lingering on the taste of her skin. Venetia appeared oblivious to his need. “I hope he has been at least slightly gentlemanly.”

“Alarmingly so,” I replied, watching Mido’s eyes sparkle as Venetia mentioned him. “I was afraid I was going to have to make him dance with me just to loosen him up.”

“Ah, what an idea,” Venetia said.

“If the lady is so inclined,” Mido said, his voice lowered.

Venetia arched an eyebrow at his extended hand. “A little early in the night for that, Captain. The waltz perhaps?”

Mido glowed as she took his hand and they walked to the band to request a song. Mido put a hand around her waist, and every time they moved, he made sure some part of his body brushed against hers. He was lost to her, but as I watched her stroke the inside of his palm, I knew the passion simmered on both sides.

I took a sip of my third glass of wine, shrugged, and drained the glass. How had things gotten so boggy so quickly? Even if she never became queen, she would still never be his. Marriage between princes and princesses only sealed alliances and heartache.

A careful touch at my elbow turned my head, suddenly eye to eye with Archer Chavalerio. “I thought we decided we would never see each other again,” he said, low with venom.

“I can’t control chance meetings now that we run in the same circles,” I said.

“You promised to stay away from me.”

“I did not mean to approach you,” I said, spinning the empty glass.

“You are here, talking with my friends, with my daughter. Don’t you know that the rumors will spread like flies when they see what you are?” he demanded with an edged note of hysteria.

“What will they see?” I asked, soft anger stirring me. “No one knows you have an illegitimate daughter. I have a good ten years on Camilla. No one would expect that you and I are related.”

“Don’t you dare say my daughter’s name.”

“If there are rumors at least those rumors are true,” I retorted.

“Stay away from me. Stay away from my family,” he whispered, sharp like a slap.

“I have no vendetta against you or your family. We dealt with it long ago. Now get away from me before I do take an interest. Not just in you, but in dear Camilla, or your wife. What was her name again?”

“You’re sick.”

“And you’re a bastard. Oh wait, that’s me. I’m glad we could exchange pleasantries.”

My hand shook so bad, I set the glass on a nearby table in fear of dropping it. I wouldn’t hurt a little girl. It was just a threat, just a threat to show him I wouldn’t be played with.

Chavalerio’s radiating heat disappeared, leaving me feeling drained as the waltz ended. The crowd’s attention wavered from the next song as a thousand candles flickered in unison, focusing on the slow slide of royalty suddenly emerging into the room. The queen was the entourage’s arrow point while Ciriacus, Talleyrand, and Vittorio fanned out behind her. She held out her hand to be kissed, momentarily stopping to take compliments from her subjects. Dressed in black with shimmering silver shot through it, a bright glow settled high on her cheeks and her hands protectively curved around her stomach, still yet to show. The crowd began to fall to their knees.

“Rise,” she commanded once we had all sunk down, her voice melodious while a soft smile edged the corners of her mouth. “You are the strength of the crown and I bid you welcome and to take pleasure in the festivities, especially in these dark times.” She raised her hands above her head, and clapped once, twice, and banners with her crest unrolled from the ceiling. The candles brightened, renewed. The audience took in a collective gasp of surprise while the band struck up something fast in a minor key.

Ciriacus’ black jacket had silver designs on it to match his mother. He tugged on the cuffs and tapped his right foot incessantly while she passed off guest after guest to him for introduction. He shook hands, kissed cheeks, offered up half-hearted smiles. A slow burn filled my heart, automatically pumping me with all the multiple varieties of irritation Ciriacus caused when I saw him. His eyes skittered back and forth across the room, barely landing on the new meet-and-greet the queen handed off to him. When he caught my eyes, he steadied and locked on, and I put away the animosity between us. I couldn’t help it. We had always been on the outside, looking in. I quirked my eyebrow at him in hello. He pulled away from the next young beauty and made a beeline straight for me.

“What are you doing?” I demanded when he was close enough to hear.

“I can’t stand this anymore, Eos,” he said, and I could feel him on edge, ready to jump out of his skin.

“You have to calm down,” I said. “You can’t let people know we know each other.” I looked frantically to the royal procession, who had stopped at the prince’s departure. The queen watched our conversation and I suddenly realized how close Ciriacus and I stood, our mouths inches away, his wide hazel eyes seeking some kind anchor, his hand fluttering over mine. Too close.

“How can you stand here and take this?” he asked. His mother tilted her head and I watched her lips move against Talleyrand’s ear.

“Ciriacus—”

“Do you remember the last time we were here like this?” he asked. “It was like you were the only one that was real. It feels like it did back then.”

“Take a deep breath,” I said. “Right now.”

His chest expanded and I could feel his expelled air ghost over my cheek.

“Again,” I said, watching over his shoulder as the queen nodded and Talleyrand broke off to approach us. “I’m not going to leave you here,” I said, feeling my time ticking down the closer Talleyrand got. “We’re here with a purpose, to find a way to close the rifts with the queen’s approval. You have to get through this night without getting me noticed.”

“Too late for that,” he said. He looked sick.

“I know, but we can salvage this. Think of Adonai.”

“My prince, is everything alright?”

I flashed a wide smile at Talleyrand. Ciriacus inhaled deeply again and said, “Yes, of course. I couldn’t help but be drawn to such a lovely lady standing all alone.”

Talleyrand focused on me for reassurance. “Your mother is concerned at your hasty retreat. She will summon us soon. I’ve already explained our plan to her, but you will present it, Eos. Ciriacus’ and my involvement will be secondary.”

“Of course,” I said. I tried to put a sliver of space between me and Ciriacus.

“It’s fine, Talleyrand,” Ciriacus said and I shivered at the note of command lacing his voice. The night was full of surprises.

“We just want this to be a successful night,” Talleyrand emphasized.

“I know,” Ciriacus said, shooting the other man a confident smile, softening slightly. “I won’t do anything to upset my mother.”

Talleyrand nodded in relief and walked back to the queen.

“She never fails to impress,” Venetia said, suddenly beside me as we watched the queen settle herself on her black throne. Talleyrand took his place as her consort beside her. Venetia handed me another glass of wine. Ciriacus closed the space I had sought to maintain between us.

“Even with Ilihannon in danger,” Mido said. “We should be out there, finding those rips, fighting those monsters, instead of spending precious resources here.”

Venetia put a hand on his arm, quieting him. “Don’t do anything rash, Captain.”

He sighed and pulled a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Once you are queen—”

“Hush,” Venetia said sharply. “Do not speak of tenuous things now, especially here.”

Mido winced but said nothing else. Venetia pretended to be oblivious to his affection, but when Mido tentatively put his hand in hers, she gripped it as if it was the only thing keeping her afloat.

I looked back to the queen sitting on her black throne, her face schooled to show mild interest in the activities around her. Yet, I felt her attention draw back to me, noticing how I was surrounded by her kin.

“Venetia,” I began, “should we be worried—”

“Oh, sweet Isis save me, it’s Vittorio.”

Venetia’s cousin slumped shoulders made him look smaller than he was and his head stuck out like a turtle. His hair, dark like Venetia’s, swept back from his head.

“Venetia, Ciriacus,” he said in a brassy tenor. “I believe you’ve been avoiding me all evening and with such sweet fare in your acquaintance. I feel sorely wounded.”

“How horrible of me,” Venetia said. “May I present Eos Azzapardi. You know Mido already.”

“What do you want, Vittorio,” Ciriacus snarled.

I pinched his arm, but he didn’t seem to feel it.

“Nothing,” Vittorio said with a leer in my direction. “Nothing at all.”

Ciriacus looked like he might smash his fist into his cousin’s face, but I tugged on his arm. How could I get through to him by treating him like a prince? It was too obvious we were too casual together. We needed distance. “I’m going to go over there,” I said pointedly once I had his attention, having no real destination in mind.

Quick panic crossed his face. “Don’t go too far,” he said, which had all present company halt their brewing arguments to stare speechless at us.

I made a frustrated noise at him and walked away. I needed a breath of fresh air or a moment of silence, somewhere to gather my thoughts. I dodged in and out of milling couples, feeling lightheaded from the wine.

As always, Ciriacus ruined everything, absolutely everything. This whole ridiculous plan only created strife for me. All the precious pieces I had built for myself would crumble brick by brick. I would have to leave my home, which I adored. This plan that seemed so secure in the early hours between dark and dawn had countless holes. Not only would I shame myself in front of my father—who now knew I existed—but I’d be shamed in front of the whole court. I pushed past a set of doors and leaned against a stone wall. The cold seeped through my back and the uneven edges caught and frayed the delicate strands of my dress. I pressed the heel of my hand into my eyes and decided to take my own advice. Breathe in, breathe out.

Reason began to prevail over the evening’s events. Being close with the royals shouldn’t make me feel like I had a target on my back. It might even be construed that I was a trusted source. I had a purpose here, one that I could fulfill if I only calmed down.

I peeked from behind my hands to find out where in Isis’ name I was. High rounded arches made the room feel bigger and a few strides forward brought me to the edge of a wide shallow pentagonal pool. A statue of Isis sat on a tall pedestal, her arms spread in welcome with a resigned impassive expression. A barren prayer room.

“In all my years, I have never seen Ciriacus so familiar with a woman before.”

Unmistakable voice. The queen filled the doorway, face impassive like the statue. Breathe in, breathe out.

“We’ve only recently met,” I said, feeling caught in a trap.

She motioned me to silence. “You seem to be friendly with all of my family,” she said. “Even Venetia seems to be a close acquaintance. I should’ve expected it when Talleyrand approached me with this idea on how to strategize against the rips. That a concerned citizen had come up with the most interesting plan.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it as she dared me to speak.

“I know why my son is attracted to you,” she said, “I could feel it the moment I saw you. All his life he has grown up with Isis’ handmaidens. He is attracted to the power.”

“What are Isis’ handmaidens?” I asked, my heart speeding up, but I already knew. Ciriacus had mentioned to me, with no amount of love, the magic the women in his family wielded. I had seen it with my own eyes: seams of shadow that stitched the rips in the world closed.

“Your mother didn’t raise you right, did she?” the queen asked, a condescending smile on her lips. She walked toward me. “The handmaidens of Isis are a select female bloodline blessed with the ability to be opened up by the divine and enter transverberation. We become a touchstone where earth, the afterlife, and every spirit can gather, allowing Isis to communicate through us. To have my hand cast a shadow of protection, to have my body sacrificed to the spear, to have my soul penitent in the devotions of silence and ecstasy, and my blood be blessings of tears.”

“Only women can be handmaidens?” I stammered, while in the back of my mind an awful thought formed, one I couldn’t quite face until I spoke with Ciriacus again.

Sudden grief crossed her face. “Yes,” she whispered. She touched her stomach and I watched her lips move in silent prayer. A woman desperate to pass her power on to the right child.

“While it is not my privilege to be handmaiden,” I said, “Ilihannon has always been my home. To see it ruined brings such grief to me. I know our small armies are intent on keeping the people safe, but if we could harness the strength and fighting power of those incarcerated, I believe we would be successful in locating other rips to keep Ilihannon safe.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Yes, yes, a wonderful performance, encore. Talleyrand has whispered this plan in my ear already. It is a plan I might’ve approved before I saw you with my son.”

“I am but a servant to the prince.”

“Good. I hope it stays that way.” Her arm snaked around my waist and pulled me close. “Understand that it will be my girl on the throne, my blood leading this country. Not yours. Then you’ll be sorry for sinking your claws into my son.”

“Forgive me, my queen, but perhaps it is good your son has found a woman he can trust.”

Her eyes peered into mine, large and penetrating, demanding I give all up to her, in name of queen and country. That wall of stubborn resistance rose inside me as I thought to her: I will not yield.

“Ermessenda? What are you doing? We’re waiting—” Talleyrand walked into the room and stopped when he saw us together, the blood draining from his face.

“I’m listening to a proposition, Talleyrand,” the queen purred, fingering a stray curl behind my ear.

“Perhaps we should hear Lady Azzapardi’s thoughts with the others.”

“Talleyrand,” the queen said, her eyes flickering away from me.

He walked further into the room like he was going to meet death with a laugh in its face. He knelt before her, his head bowed. She sighed and stroked his hair. “Isn’t he beautiful?” she asked me.

“Yes,” I said, my insides in knots, terrified to say the wrong thing.

She tilted his head so that he looked up at us. “He has passion. There is too little of it at court. They are too scared about their reputations. Before Talleyrand, I was sinking under it, so bored I could eat my own tongue.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

“This is what it would be like to love Ciriacus,” she said and her hand arched, slapping him hard across the face. He rocked back and almost fell over. Beads of blood appeared on his lip where he had bit it. “There will always be this distance between you. You’ll always be on your knees. You’ll always be too afraid of what he will do to you.”

Her handprint bloomed on Talleyrand’s cheek, red like a brand. The very air around me shivered.

“Get up, Talleyrand,” she commanded and she gripped his hair to help him stand. “Finish this passion of mine and meet me on the dance floor. You can tell the children I’ve accepted their request—mine the criminals and use them as war fodder. Isis will judge them for it, but you have my blessing. Make sure you make it count.”

“My queen.” I bowed. By the time I stood up, I could still taste her violence and my fear on my tongue, even though the click of her shoes had long disappeared.

“Is she gone?” Talleyrand asked.

“Yes,” I said.

He wiggled his jaw back and forth and grimaced. “I apologize for her. I’ve never seen her so…protective of Ciriacus before.”

“At least we have her approval, one that didn’t require me to be picked apart by the whole court.”

“Yes,” Talleyrand said. “If we succeed, she can claim it as her own. If we fail, she can punish us.”

“Would she be so vicious?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

His eyes became haunted, but in a flash the look clouded over. He took my hand. “I think what we are doing will be worth the risk.”

I took his arm and squeezed it. His strength had kept the royal family together, even if they couldn’t see it.

We emerged from the prayer room to find that the argument between Ciriacus and Vittorio had spiraled into a hastily covered up shouting match. The guests, halfway to drunk, shrugged at the commotion and continued dancing, saving the speculation for tomorrow’s gossip. Everyone knew the prince was unbalanced as it was, what was one more outburst?

“What happened?” I asked, grabbing Venetia’s elbow.

“I’m not quite sure,” she said. “At first it was only a disagreement, Vittorio goading Ciriacus like usual, and then it spiraled into shouting just before Ciriacus got this look in his eye and dragged him outside.”

I’ve seen that look before. Right before Enoch walked out on both of us. “I should go find him.”

“Why try?” Venetia looked almost shocked. “No one ever understands why he acts the way he does. He’s never been this aggressive before.”

I laughed and realized it sounded a little off. “This Ciriacus is exactly the one I know.”

She shook her head in amazement. “I don’t understand how you know him so well. They went out into the inner courtyard.” She indicated to a set of small doors in the back of the ballroom and then grasped my arm. “Bring him back, if you must. We need him for the audience.”

“We have approval,” I said, holding her arm in turn, as if shaking on a deal. “She gave it to me and Talleyrand in the prayer room.”

“Excellent,” Venetia said, the honey-brown fire in her eyes liquid bright. “Excellent news!”

She turned to talk to Talleyrand, while I snuck out the back doors. The sky looked like a black velvet blanket, the palace lights drowning out the star shine. I tracked Ciriacus down, finding him pacing the grounds between hedges of budding roses, shaking his head as he talked to himself. He looked up and scowled when he saw me walking toward him.

“What are you doing out here?” I hissed.

“What are you doing here?” he shot back. He wrung his hands. “You should be enjoying the party.”

“After my conversation with your mother, it became a bit too conspicuous to stick around,” I said.

Ciriacus stilled and shifted closer. “She spoke to you?”

“Threatened me more like,” I said.

“Over what?”

“Over you.”

A pause. “What about me?”

“My plan to seduce and marry you for the crown is all for naught because her newborn girl will have your bloodline’s power to stop me.” I laughed and crossed my arms.

“What did she tell you?” He sounded scared. “About the power?”

“That it is the L’Agalantine legacy to be a vessel for Isis, a power only passed down a female line.” I paused, my heart heavy remembering a conversation he and I had had, sitting knee-to-knee on top of a white tablet. “Do you remember when you told me about your mother doing things with Venetia? Some kind of ritual to bring forth this power?”

Ciriacus drew in a deep breath like it hurt. “Yes.”

“Did she try to do these things with you?” I asked, feeling the telltale hot curls of rage, remembering Ciriacus’ disgust in the practice.

“I wanted to be what she wanted so badly,” he whispered. “I prayed every night that I would wake up a girl so she could share that part of our history with me. She tried to with Venetia, but Venetia didn’t have the inclination in her blood either until recently. Ermessenda doesn’t understand how powerful Venetia is now. We can’t let her know, Eos, don’t tell her.”

“I won’t, I promise, but Ciriacus,” I said, suddenly flooded with the need to hurt his mother, “did she hurt you?”

He paused and whispered, “She doesn’t anymore.”

“She gave us approval,” I said softly, a lump in my throat. “We can build the army. We can fight the rifts now.”

Ciriacus closed his eyes with relief. “I would’ve done it anyway,” he said. “It is Adonai’s will.”


CHAPTER 6

Erigenia, Ankh

We pushed the sacrifice into the bog that lined the borderlands. I tugged on the ends of the garrote looped around her neck, the flesh collapsing so suddenly I thought I’d severed all the way to her spine. The wet smell of peat intermingled with her blood. The earth sighed when her thrashing stilled, eager to receive the body—the clay—that had been taken from it to create us. The clay that was now being returned. 

The garrote dropped from my hands. Together, with the witches of my group, we piled the bush boughs and thin rock slabs over the sacrifice’s body. Slowly, she began to sink. The eldest of us took a rock, lined it up against the sacrifice’s jaw before she went under, and knocked off the lower portion of her face. The jaw cracked and shattered. The torque around her throat, just below the rope, slid off and the elder tossed it away from her into the mud.

The gray sky waved with patches of rainbow light. The land demanded sacrifice and we had given it. The messengers had taken pieces of the earth for a god to create man, so the earth now demanded we give back what had been taken. The woman—well, it was her turn. Her time. Mine would be next.

I sank to my knees, the mud cold against my skin. The elder picked up the torque and approached me, wiping the blood from the coils. She placed the symbol of sacrifice against my throat, sealed the heavy metal around my neck where it lay heavy against my skin.

My hands clenched into fists. I lowered my head in submission, but in my mind’s eye, I traced the horizon line of hills and beyond to the moors and rivers and small, but numerous, oceans to where a holy land waited. A place where the earth didn’t ask for blood. Where the messengers helped and didn’t destroy us, where they were blessed by a god.

We didn’t have any god but the land. We sacrificed to the earth because of what a god had done and what a god had taken, but I never saw anything holy except the bodies drowned in the bog. I never saw anything but retribution and paying for a debt I’d never struck.

The elder helped me to my feet. I led the rest of my group into drawing a labyrinth around the sacrifice, locking her spirit in place so she wouldn’t escape. We were all meant for the bog, they told us when we were young and huddled like lambs near the fire. We were all meant to return to the earth.

Not me. One day, I’d escape these wilds and be free. These debts were not mine and I would not lay down my life to repay them.


CHAPTER 7

Eos

As soon as I stepped out of the carriage, the pearl began to throb. Incessant. Hot like a wound.

“Something the matter?” Jacques asked from the driver’s seat. I slowly turned and looked up at him, realizing I clutched the open door with a whitened fist. I hadn’t said farewell or thank you. I’d been frozen in place. The emptiness of my home waited to trap me where the ring would moan and beat against my mind until I broke. No open rift or galloping royals would save me this time.

“Lost in thought,” I said, offering him a small smile and remembering my manners. “Thank you, Jacques.”

“Be careful,” he said, pausing for me to fill the silence if I so desired. “Times are strange.”

I nodded, forced my hand to release the carriage, and watched Jacques leave with a tip of his hat. My cottage stood, dark and menacing, before me.

Would there be a point to creating a fire in the hearth to wait out the night? To find comfort to ride out the madness? This wasn’t the same soul-brand instability as Madame Decay—I’d never been so lonely before. She’d always been there when the shadow hounds howled, when the world tilted and transformed—relishing it, of course—but at least she’d been a constant source of strength. At least she would stop me from walking into the ocean. This newfound instability came directly from the pearl, as if I were a clam, obsessed with the pearl in my center, clenched around it as the world tried to pry me open.

I toed the sand and shore sage, putting one foot in front of the other along the path that wound around the cottage to the cliff and down to the beach. At the edge of the high bank, I studied the waves crashing over the boulders along the shore. I squinted, and with the help of the moonlight, picked out figures climbing upon the rocks. Tails swinging side to side. Bodies elongated and beckoning. Melusine.

The pearl’s urgency didn’t match my own. I ran down the cliffside, my court slippers sliding on the sandy path, my dress snagged and torn on thorny brush. Something built deep inside me, a mixture of longing and hatred. The melusine’s master had made me like one of them, halfway at least, and while I swore to never join their ranks, that yearning begged for the sisterhood of the sea.

I ran along the shoreline, dodging the waves rolling toward me, my voice rising into a scream that suddenly caught in my throat and died. Around the melusina, the ocean grew upwards and twisted, parting like petals to reveal the angel of the deep: Rahab.

“How long has it been, daughter of Enoch, follower of Adonai?” He turned towards me, his lips spreading in a smile that told me the story of our meeting: of an underwater grotto full of dead women, of ancient walls older than land, of one of the world’s first beings being rejected by his maker.

“What did you do to me?” My voice sounded thin and quiet, as if I had indeed lost it to screaming. The pulsing pearl made my hand cold, as if the throb was a weakening heartbeat warning against blood loss. I held up my hand. “What is this?”

His smile broadened, showing his teeth. “Didn’t we discuss it? It’s payment for my most prized possession. It is your link to me, the way the rest of my melusina are tied to me. A fair exchange, I'd say, even though you gave the Book of Raziel away.”

His hand extended toward the melusine closest to him. She dug into her belly, pulling from a pouch in her stomach her own black pearl. She held it up in clawed hands. “You tried to take this from me, once,” she said, and I recognized her instantly. The melusine Enoch had captured and enslaved in his tower so long ago. The melusine I had granted freedom to in exchange for Rahab’s location.

“This isn’t a sea stone.” I held up my finger, desperate to remove the ring, throw it at her, but then it would be lost to the waves and I would never find it and I needed to keep it with me. “This isn’t some way to see into the ocean, communicate with Rahab. What is it? I hear it all the time. It wants to go into the ocean, to become like you, but its somehow alive.”

Her scales glittered silver-blue in the moonlight. Her long hair had a greenish tinge to it, as if kelp grew from her scalp. She smiled at me, wide with shark-like teeth, and began drawing her sharp claws through her hair, pruning it, pulling out pink writhing worms and plopping them in her mouth. “It’s an eye of the ocean,” she said. “Angels have wings to show they were created by Adonai, we have pearls to prove the identity of our maker.”

“I’m your god,” Rahab explained, his blue-black hair seeming to absorb the starlight. “My angelic magic created you. Now, I’m calling you home.”

“I wasn’t created, especially not by you,” I hissed. “I was born.”

“You will be reborn.” He took a step closer to me, his hands clasped in front of him spreading as if waiting for me to fill his embrace.

“I fulfilled my part of the bargain,” I snapped. “You own part of me, not everything.”

“I should’ve struck a better deal,” he said, the waves rising and covering him like a robe. “You should be mine already. You can’t survive with your soul split so, yet you do. Part human. Part melusine.”

“Come into the ocean,” the melusine said, arching her back and tossing her hair. “Transform into one of us. There are so many. You wouldn’t have to be so alone.”

“But I would belong to him.” I whispered.

“You already do. For Enoch and Adonai, you chose me.” Rahab filled my vision. “I could show you everything. There are new beasts below, now that the angels have fallen. They fell much farther than I ever did. Monsters emerge from these huge rips.” He paused. “Some live. Some drown. Think of the tales the mariners will tell now.”

“I won’t.” I pulled my hand to my chest, but strangely, the pearl had gone silent as if it, too, disagreed with Rahab’s assertions. As if the pearl didn’t want this, that I had read its desires wrong. “You’ll never hang my body in your grotto.”

“If you wait too long, the madness takes over,” the melusine said quietly. “We want a strong sister by our side, not a crazed one.”

“I’ll feed it blood long before I feed it water,” I snarled.

Rahab cocked his head to the side. “Feed it?”

“It keeps wanting,” I said, feeling breathless. “It keeps asking.” My hand extended, my fingertips nearly brushing Rahab’s chest, and I realized the pearl’s wants and needs added up to one simplicity: hunger.

The waves began to stir and froth. Rahab’s brows drew together and he ran the pads of his fingers across the sharp nails of his other, drawing black blood. Without thinking, I closed the distance between us, putting the pearl up into the air so that the blood would slide against the pearl’s black curvature. It landed, absorbed, felt satiated.

Rahab’s clammy hands slipped to my shoulders, his grip tightening. I looked into his blue eyes, seeing his shock swiftly masked with cold determination. His arms enveloped me and pulled me further into the surf. I gasped as the ocean’s coldness climbed up my legs, but I couldn’t fall in further, I couldn’t let the pearl touch the ocean. I knew this like I knew the sky was blue—if Rahab wanted it, it must be something that could not happen. I wrenched backwards, fighting his pull, but it was like pushing against a huge stone. Immovable.

What if he reached inside me again? Pulled more pearls from my soul? How could I resist him then?

A roar filled my ears, combining with the high-pitched wail of the melusina. Digging my heels in the sand, I shut my eyes, waiting for the inevitable crash of water to engulf me. Instead, I felt a suffocating pressure wrap around my middle, squishing me closer to Rahab in immobility. My eyes snapped open, revealing a massive hand that encompassed us both, lifting us off the ground like tiny shells being plucked from the sand.

My vision blurred, pitted with darkness, as my breath sped up to the point I thought I might lose consciousness. A hand, larger than my house, held me high above the ground, and sweet Isis, if the giant let me go I wouldn’t survive the fall. Next to my shoulder, where the fingers curled around me and against the thumb’s web, an eye slid open. Rolled. Blinked—the gust it created brushed my face. The pupil dilated, finally widening into pure focused blackness. Directly on me.

The thudding of my heart filled my ears as I stared into that eye, larger than my own head, and I felt transported: the deep black orb of the melusine-shark peering up at me from a rocking ship, the terror of jumping into the maelstrom at their mercy, the knowledge that I was one tiny speck of existence among the gods and giants of an endless number of worlds.

A loose horror gnawed at the edges of my mind. I shrieked, tearing my gaze from the eye to see Rahab bare his dagger-sharp teeth, snarling at the creature that held us. “Nephilim,” he bellowed.

“Messenger,” a booming voice answered from behind me. “First to fall.”

“You dare,” Rahab hissed. “You dare.” Rahab’s body paled until he became glossy and translucent. I slid through him, like passing under a waterfall. He burst into a splash of water, soaking me, and then slid out of the nephilim’s hand. The hand loosened around me. I clung to its fingers, my grip slipping, until I couldn’t catch hold. I fell and screamed as the shore rushed toward me. The giant fingers grabbed at me, but how can one catch a falling insect? I was too small. He was too big.

I hit the ground. Breath knocked out of me. A dizzying blackness wiped across my mind, making everything blink away for a long moment. I came to sprawled on my side and propped myself up on my elbow, beginning to edge back and away, only to twist to look up.

The ocean reached to gather the droplets of Rahab’s splattered form dotting the shoreline. Growing into a wave, it parted to reveal Rahab, whole again. Water rose around him on all sides and he threw the streams into the nephilim’s enraged face. All the eyes closed in agony.

Water splashed on me as a sudden deluge, momentarily lifting the fog softening the edges of my vision. I lunged to my feet, but the world tilted sideways. I dropped to my knees, landing hard as the surf swept over my legs.

My heart shuddered. Gods, monsters, angels—I’ve faced them all, but I’ve always had agency or choice to combat the fear. Now, I stared at the nephilim who’d emerged from the opened rift and felt the miniscule pinprick of my existence. His huge, yet useless, wings spread wide. Eyes blinked open all over his skin. And my place in the world had shrunk to that of a fleck of sand.

“Come with us,” hissed the ocean and I squinted against the black dots dancing before my vision, at the shape of a beached melusine slithering towards me on hands and tail. “Come with us,” she whispered. Her claw caught my wrist and yanked me against her.

“Never,” I gasped. The fog began to thicken and seep deeper around me. My stomach rolled with nausea and momentarily, I couldn't tell up from down. Somehow, I grabbed handfuls of sand and slammed the mush of shells and rocks against the melusine’s face.

She cursed, something high-pitched and deafening. The sand spewed back into my face. A sharp ache drummed inside my head. My teeth bared in a snarl as I tried to kick out and free myself from her slick body. A whip crack filled the air. The great sweep of the melusine’s tail shot forward, missing my forehead and grazing my cheek. I imagined my head crushed against her scaled tail and with a breathy scream, I slipped my fingers up into the gills lining her neck and shoulders.

Warm. Clutching. Pulsing. She choked as I curved my hands into fish hooks. A desperate and wet suction pulled on my skin. Her claws raked down my arms, trying to drag my wrists away.

Around us, the ocean receded back farther, as if gathering its might.

The melusine’s eyes rolled back in her head. A choking pop emerged from her open mouth. Blood spilled from her gills. My arms ached and burned, fingers forced into tight curls as I suffocated her.

The ocean surged against the nephilim, smashing the giant against the cliffside hard enough to shake the earth. The ocean pulled back once more, towing the nephilim further out, and then smashed him yet again against the cliff. The nephilim roared in rage, but the ocean was an elemental force and could not be defeated with brute strength.

The ocean swelled back again, only its reach had widened, putting me right in its epicenter. The melusine—dead, alive, I didn’t know or care—was swept into the swirling tide, and I scrambled to pull away from her twitching body, to do anything to keep me out of the sea’s way. A wave rose over my head, suspended like the unhinged jaw of a monster before the cold rush washed over me.

The tender fog encircling my mind became a nauseating plummet as the world rolled around me. Ocean-tossed, I grappled with the rocks steadied in the sand, managing to get enough leverage to pull myself up and break the surface, gasping for air. The pearl—soaking wet, covered in Rahab’s power. A sob caught in my chest. I waited for fins, tails, the rest of my bisected soul to be ripped apart and my human body unmade, but the ocean only slammed me back onto the shore again. 

Run. Only moments until the ocean gathered strength once more. Melusina, now exposed, crawled along the ground as the ocean pulled back, back, back, exposing miles of ocean-worn sand, algae-covered rocks, and flopping fish that hadn’t managed to keep up with the escaping tide. They turned toward it like flowers watching the sun.

A panicked breath heaved through my lungs. I looked back to see the nephilim stagger towards me and, as if understanding what it meant to be in the calm eye of the storm, catch my gaze with dread. Far out, a speck of blue grew—a huge tsunami gathering power to lift the nephilim high into the sky, and obliterate me completely.

Fear tangled in my throat like fishing wire. I leapt to my feet, ignoring the burning wounds raking up and down my arms, my knees scraped raw and bruised. I ran across the beach towards the path up the cliff face to my house. A greater terror loomed inside me. Once the wave hit, there would be no coming back.

The nephilim’s wings flapped and the creature glowed with sudden power, transforming back into a smaller human-sized being. The wings expanded around him and he precariously lifted into the air, swerving towards me.

The blue dot grew into a wall. The longer the silence, the greater the wave. My legs screamed as I rushed up the cliff, trying to outrun both Rahab’s inevitable course and the hybrid angel, but I wasn’t fast enough. The nephilim slammed into me. Together, we rolled in the dirt, kicking up sage brush and grass. A chilling scream took up in my head as I skidded down the cliff, barely bringing myself to a stop.

“Help me,” the nephilim rasped, scrambling for my arms and helping me stand. “Help me, please.”

I stumbled, my brain sloshing between the fog and fear, and saw with a soft awe the golden rust of angelic blood slicking my fingers. He uttered a moan of pain and I snatched my hand back, realizing I’d just balanced myself on driftwood piercing through the nephilim’s shoulder.

The blue wall roared behind us.

His arm went around my shoulders and I gripped his waist. We began to climb, sand slipping beneath my bare feet, iron painting the back of my throat. The minutes stretched. I braced for that eternal wave, higher than Ciriacus’ heaven. When it hit, we wouldn’t survive, when would it hit, when would it hit…

At the top of the bluff, we collapsed. The nephilim rolled onto his back with a gasp of pain. My head hung nearly over the edge, looking out at the emptied ocean to see Rahab standing below, his finger pointed up at me and into the sky. Behind him, he held back the wall of water with his power. “This whole world will be mine again,” he thundered, fury tightening his voice. “Adonai promised. A great flood will come and I’ll watch you all drown.”

I shuddered, bowing my head as the sublime terror of gods and creations overwhelmed me. I shut my eyes tightly and breathed in the smells of the world I knew: the earthen scent of sand, the wind, the ocean salt and spray.

The iron of spilled blood. The whimpered cries of the wounded.

Squinting my eyes open, I saw that Rahab had disappeared. The ocean bashed against the rocks as if it had never been torn back from the shore, its rage nothing but an angel’s memory. Relief poured into me, the rush of escape, and I uttered a quiet laugh so as not to tempt my luck.

Beside me, the nephilim’s face screwed up in agony, begging me with amber sunburst eyes. I crawled over to him, gently inspecting his wound. He uttered a muted cry. Blood flowed—golden and rusty-toned, glittery like pyrite—and I felt my own power seep into him, stitch him closed, mend the broken pieces. Instead of a creature filled with darkness and spun with a golden thread, it was the inverse, his body a sun contained within strings of black creation. No music filled his essence, but a silence and peace washed over me, and just beyond it, the ring of an orchestra suspended on their final note, the sound echoing against the inner concert hall of his body.

“Nephilim,” he said to me, awed. “One of Sariel’s. I can’t believe it.” He gripped my arm. “You’re the woman from the beach. The one with the pearl.”

I nodded. The world shifted in shards of brightness and darkness, as if coming apart at the seams. His amber eyes faded to gray, the auburn-fire hair becoming a matte wash. Healing him had taken my strength and my colors.

“Safety?” he breathed out, ragged. As if fighting hope.

I pointed to the cottage. “There.”

His lip curled. “A human dwelling.” His thin arm slipped around me, all the same. Together, arm in arm, we dragged ourselves to my home.


CHAPTER 8

Eos

The cottage swallowed us completely, the four walls tempering the enormity of the outside into a manageable, controllable box. We stumbled as one to the floor, shaking with cold, fear, and magic. The kitchen hearth loomed before me, and without colors, looked like an open maw, black and waiting. A crust of salt lined my lips, and I licked the brine compulsively as I untangled myself from the nephilim. He clutched his shoulder with a shudder of agony, and I remembered that an open mouth spoke for the hungry, that the hearth could make a home.

Wood. Embers. A struck match. A flickering flame of gray nursed to health on kindling. Heat warmed me, sharp and sudden. Even if I couldn’t see the fire’s palette, I knew the reds and oranges lived there. Reaching behind me, I pawed at the drooping wings filling the room until I grasped thin skin and feathers. I tugged the nephilim closer. He crawled up beside me, head hanging. I held his frozen hands out to the fire. He softened with surprise as warmth began to seep into him, bringing the wet and cold back to life. Suddenly, it felt as though we existed in a small pocket of time all our own, revolving around the fire as if it were our very own sun.

“Is this your dwelling?” he whispered, looking up from the flames and around him with wide eyes. “I’ve seen them, but it’s been so long since I’ve been in one.”

“Of course it is. Can’t have us freezing to death,” I said and poked his shoulder. Gold blood seeped from the wound that had slowly untangled again. “Why is this still bleeding?”

“You’re blending in much easier than I have.” He surveyed the kitchen like it might be a throne room.

“You shouldn’t be bleeding,” I mumbled and focused, swapping his skin out for the tangles of creation. This time I didn’t just piece him back together like delicate embroidery, but with stitching so tight it looked like a mess of double layers and knots.

The blood stopped. My world tilted. A rush of nausea climbed up my throat. I teetered, and felt the flutter of wings hold me up. I sank against the nephilim.

“You didn’t have to do that,” he said, a low rumble in his voice. “It takes too much energy. Preserve yourself. You’re the only one of Sariel’s left.”

“Sariel,” I said, clinging to the name. “My angelic great-great-uh-grandfather.” I snorted a laugh.

“How did you survive the slaughter?” he asked gently, his wing curving to pillow me further. His face filled my vision. “All his children healed themselves into insanity before they were butchered,” he finished.

“You’re a true direct nephilim. Your mother lived eons ago. Your father must’ve been a true angel. My angelic blood has been diluted over generations.” I touched him and his otherworldliness echoed in my bones, a rhythm that synced harmoniously. “I didn’t think any of you had survived.”

“Yes,” the nephilim said softly, an ancient bitterness flavoring his words. “When I was born, my father told me I lit up a dark room. When I was a child, he killed my family. I escaped and barely survived on my own for years, years, always being hunted. Until the pit opened and the world shifted, and I came up into this plane.” He paused, flexed his fingers against the fire. “Feels the same as it did then. This plane. Feels like it did when I was young.”

“No planes for me. I’ve only been here.” I thumped the floor.

“So you are more human than angel,” he said. The bitterness in his tone sharpened, turning rancid. “You’ve never witnessed punishment for love.”

“Oh, I think both sides are equally good at hurting others in the name of love. Stay on this plane long enough and you’ll see that.”

“I think I will,” he said, and the color seeped back into his hair, flickering at the edges like the firelight, a shimmering red. “Although, you have too many wingbacks on this plane as it is.”

“Wingbacks?” I asked.

“Angels.” He shrugged. “The true messengers. The holy ones.”

“You mean Rahab?” I gnawed my lip, finally putting two-and-two together as to why he had been out on the beach. “Were you looking to get revenge on Rahab?”

“Adonai’s messengers hunted me. I hunt them. Any wingback who crosses me will fall, in the name of what they’ve done to my family and the other nephilim. I sensed his power and sought him out.”

I sat up straight, perplexed. “Did you think you could kill him? He’s…the embodiment of the ocean! That would be like murdering the sky.”

“I had to try,” he said, a soft smile gracing his lips.

“And you helped me because—”

“He looked like he was going to kill you. I thought I should help out a fellow hybrid, even if you are mostly clay.”

The question prickled my tongue, eager to be said. “How many nephilim are out there, then? Are they all coming up onto this plane?” 

Had Enoch known this was possible? Perhaps this was what he meant when he worried about evil entering the world. Did his definition of evil boil down to the simple revenge the surviving nephilim might seek on their fellow man and angel? And here I was, patching that skinny and short personification of evil up. Enoch, what you must think of me now.

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve met a few, but we never made connections like your people naturally do. Those who survived are scattershot across the realms of damnation, but even then, I don’t even know how my realm opened up to connect with this one. It just happened.” He eyed me warily and what it must have been like, to never trust anyone or anything—not family, friends, or gods.

I couldn't look away, stunned that this long-lived creature born from human and angel simply didn't know. He didn’t know about how the rips were connected to the recently fallen angels. He didn’t even know about the civil war between those angels wanting to save the Watchers, and those obeying Adonai’s decree that the Watchers be damned. The rips were the one commonality between my world and his—a link the rebel angels had created when they burned through worlds in their fall.

But how to explain it all? What would he do with such knowledge? Hate filled him to the brim, and it could easily be pinpointed at me if he knew my role in everything.

“This…realm will be destroyed if the rips aren't closed,” I said, watching the orange rim emerge around his irises. “It can’t take anymore monsters.”

The nephilim’s lips bared in a snarl. “Let it.”

Shouldn’t have helped him, I thought, pulling away from him. Should’ve let him bleed out, let Rahab take him. “Then why are you here? Why not go dive through a new rip and go back to where you came from?”

The nephilim’s wings retracted, snapping tight against his back. “If for nothing else than to kill every last wingback I can.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but the soft knock on the door froze us both in place. It pounded again, relentless. I stood, leaning against the doorframe and opening the door up a crack. Gamal stared at me, the lines around his mouth deep with concern. Behind him, a carriage sat open and waiting.

“My lady,” he said, “I need you to come with me at once. It’s Prince Ciriacus.”

My stomach dropped. Exhaustion pulled at me, the gray and black shifting and fading in and out of color. “It’s very late,” I said.

“I’ll have you home before dawn,” he said and reached forward to take my hand. “Please. It’s important.”

I sighed. “Give me a moment.”

“A moment,” he conceded.

I closed the door. The nephilim explored the room like a curious cat, batting at pans hanging above the long wooden bench-table, inspecting the jars of preserves and food staples. Bruises lined his back in sickly yellow. Scrapes marred his cheeks. What it must be like, to be so alone and always on the run, cursed for your heritage. “I have to leave for a little while,” I said, “but you’re more than welcome to stay here.”

He made a sound of acknowledgment.

“Don’t destroy my dwelling,” I said. “Please.”

He flashed me a small smile, but it seemed forced, as if he hadn’t smiled in oh so long. “Anything you say, clay-girl.”

I slipped my boots on, threw a cloak over my shoulders and felt an uncomfortable swell in my chest. I didn’t want to leave the nephilim in my home, unattended, but Gamal tapped on the door again. I swept outside and stepped into the carriage. It rocked with my weight and I convinced myself that the soft click of the closing door behind me didn’t sound like a prison cell snapping shut.

The ride back to the city felt overlong and I spent most of the time cradling the thick coil of unease within me, watching the way the sky bled from black to navy, the trees from gray to green, the lamplight from white to yellow. I waited for the usual ambiance of Ilihannon to disappear, leaving me somewhere dark and pursued by shadow dogs, abandoning me to the hallucinations of sharing a soul with another. Yet Madame Decay still remained silent.

Had I grown in power? Was time, aging, and mindset all it took for the magic to swell within me without cost? The independence of it—nephilim power of my own, an angelic gift of healing passed down through the line of Sariel, and somehow, bisected soul and all—and I hadn’t lost my mind? It was almost empowering.

The soft longing for completion of my name lingered in the back of my mind, but the tingle in my joints came from being beaten on the beach, the heaviness in the back of my head came from exhaustion. Both feelings completely and utterly mine. This was a gift. Earlier, seeking Madame Decay out had been a mistake, a crutch I shouldn’t need.

Maybe, somehow, forgetting her name had reduced her power. I would never be rid of her, but I could control her. And for now, she was gone.

The carriage pulled to a stop. I was escorted out, ushered through a small entrance into the queen’s palace, then down claustrophobic stone hallways, through a secret passage here and a hidden door there, until Gamal left me standing in a tiny entrance hall. He knocked once. After hearing no answer, he pushed the door open and without a glance inside, gestured me in. Confused, I walked into a bedroom. Drapes covered the big bay windows, all except for one. Muted moonlight filtered through the clean glass. Furniture sparsely filled the room and the scent of rust permeated the stuffy air.

Ciriacus knelt in the rich carpet. Blood splatter crusted over his cheekbones and down his chin. Vittorio L’Agalantine sprawled on a long armchair beside his kneeling cousin, a dagger sticking out of his chest. His sightless eyes stared as if transfixed, his mouth slightly parted and lax. Bruises in the form of fists bloomed on his cheeks. Bloodstained rips in his clothes showed where the dagger had plunged first before landing the killing blow.

Ciriacus rubbed his hands up and down the tops of his thighs. Blood had dried in trickles down his neck and smeared his blonde hair into brunette clumps. “I didn’t know what to do,” he said through a panicked chuckle. “I didn’t know who else to ask.”

“What happened?” I knelt on the other side of the soaked carpet stain.

Ciriacus rubbed his hand behind his neck and grimaced. “We had a fight, the same one from tonight. I came back here. Vittorio was waiting. He likes to say the foulest things to me.”

“What did he say?”

“He likes remembering how I wore dresses as a child. He asked me how much I paid you to let me try on your clothes. He wouldn’t stop.” He clenched his fists and I noted the scuffs on his knuckles. The cousins had come to blows.

The tip of his tongue probed a wide cut on his lower lip. “Then he wanted to know what it was like, having my mother take interest in my whore, that she showed you where she communes with Isis, showed you how to kiss her when she couldn’t stand to look at me. He wanted to know how long I would last once the baby was born before I began touching her.”

“Ciriacus, sweet Isis.”

“Filthy, disgusting mouth.”

Bile gathered in the back of my throat. I reached across the bloodstain and put my hand over Ciriacus’ shaking one. He calmed for a moment before rubbing his upper thighs again.

“We have to get rid of the body,” I said, making sure each word sunk in. “It’s better to have him go missing than put two and two together.”

“What do we do with him?” Ciriacus asked. “Eos, I’m so sorry.” He reached up and gripped the hilt of the knife stuck through his cousin’s chest and pulled it out with a wet pop.

“Don’t be,” I said, but urgency rung in the back of my mind. I began maneuvering the dead prince to the ground to roll him up in the rug. “I need some help.”

Ciriacus paused to push his cousin’s eyelids closed.

Once rolled and tucked in, Ciriacus and I struggled with the body over to the door. It sagged in the middle and my lower back twinged with shooting pain. Ciriacus called out softly through the door and Gamal entered with two other men. I shot them both a concerned glance. Gamal tilted his head briefly, and despite my hesitation, I accepted their assistance. Together, we traversed the palace’s hidden entrances, emerging outside. Ciriacus grabbed my arm, holding me back in the shadows as the body slipped up and away on the shoulders of these unknown men, taken on horseback somewhere I wasn’t supposed to follow.

“What are they doing?” I demanded, adrift at being told to wait behind.

“They won’t betray me,” Ciriacus muttered, lackluster. “They’ve taken care of me my whole life. Sworn to protect my upbringing and welfare. Now, they have sworn to protect Adonai. They’ll take care of my folly.”

“Are you sure we can trust them?” I asked, but he only rubbed his crossed arms for heat and ignored me. It never crossed my mind that we wouldn’t be out in the woods, hands burning with blisters as we dug a grave. My chest ached with an iron-scented aftertaste. Cold sweat beaded my hairline. Not knowing what would happen to Vittorio, where he would be laid to rest, filled me with dread.

Ciriacus bent over and rested his elbows on his knees and started to laugh, a deep hacking laugh. “I’ve killed before. I’ve cleansed the world of so many nephilim and monsters from the rifts, and each time it felt pure, addicting, and right. But this. There isn’t any goodness in this. He made me so angry I couldn’t stop myself. I felt so good after I made him shut up. When it was done, I didn’t know what to do. Give myself up? Hide it? So, I called for you.” His lower lip wobbled, as if unable to keep his grief inside. He continued with a sob, “Why did Enoch have to leave us? I feel so lost.”

“I don’t know,” I said, stunned.

“He never gave any indication it was the last time I would see him, no preparation speech about what to do when he was gone. Talleyrand has given me that speech and he’s barely old enough to be my father! I knew our partnership wouldn’t be forever, but I assumed it would be long enough for us to see our vision accomplished. I know he’s somewhere good and beautiful, but I miss him. I don’t know what to do anymore. Eos, what am I supposed to do?”

I reached out and pulled him into a hard embrace. Forgive him, Enoch had said to me before Adonai took him. I never realized that in all of this, Ciriacus would be mourning as fiercely as me. I never thought Enoch would ask me to forgive Ciriacus, not for the things he had done, but enough so that he had someone to hold onto once Enoch left. We were both suddenly guideless in a way that felt like being orphaned.

“Where did he go?” Ciriacus managed. “Why did he have to leave?”

I stroked his back. “I don’t know.” The night air seared my lungs, sharp and crisp but with a warmer edge foretelling the coming dawn. The trees stood in stark relief against the purpling sky. Vittorio wouldn’t have the customary funerary rites—nothing to clean his body but dirt, no one to etch his name for his soul and spirit to remember. I closed my eyes tight. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

Ciriacus cried just a little bit harder. “I’m sick of this,” he said. “I can’t stand it anymore. I used to think I could, duty by day with hidden runaways to work on what I really wanted, but I keep getting older and the days become so much shorter and yet so much longer and monotonous until it’s an endless loop of too much time invested in the things I hate and not enough in the things I love. We only have so much time, Eos, and I can’t keep doing this.”

“You can,” I said, not really believing it but feeling I had to say it. “We can. We can make this right.”

It was like I said the wrong thing because he went quiet too quick, collected himself far too fast. “You’re right,” he said, pulling away to touch my tear-stained cheek. “You’re absolutely right.”

We slept together the rest of the night, curled in the same space like children. How thick Enoch’s disappearance had made us—thicker than blood—warm against each other as exhaustion claimed us.

“Do you think I’m ruined now?” Ciriacus asked, his voice cutting through the quiet of the bedroom. “Because I killed him?”

I pulled the blanket up to my chin. My dress, surely ruined from vengeful aquatic angels and bleeding nephilim and dead royalty, felt soft and well-worn against my skin as I rolled to face him. I’d carried the same fear so long ago, desperate not to darken the grace Enoch saw so vital to me. 

I want to trust you, but I can’t, not completely. Not all the way.

“I don’t know. You tried to kill me once, and you didn’t seem too torn up about it. If any murderous inkling was going to ruin you, it would’ve been then.”

Ciriacus cracked an eye open, his eyebrow raised. “Really, Eos.”

I shrugged. The silence billowed between us with everything that had happened, all that was to come.

“I was so angry with you,” Ciriacus finally admitted. “You left us during the initiation, a ceremony I’d been praying and waiting for my whole life. When we came to, you’d disappeared. Enoch’s face…Eos, he clenched his chest like he might die of heartbreak. To me, it was very simple.” He swallowed hard, but his words were clear. “You’d betrayed us. You had to be punished. My rage overwhelmed me.”

“A fault of yours, it seems.”

“Yes, a great fault.”

“You can’t just kill people when you’re angry. I’ll have to worry about Gamal.”

He snorted a small laugh. “If it helps, I don’t sense that awful soul-stench on you anymore. That old, scratching feeling.”

I looked away and back up to the ceiling, then carefully asked, “Have the nightmares persisted? Those of that white god?”

“Not as often, thank Adonai. When it does come, it’s as if the dream is muted, but that won’t last. I have to atone for what I’ve done, now. If I don’t, he’ll return.”

I blinked hard as the words sat like lead in my chest long enough for Ciriacus’ breathing to even into something deep and slow.

My finger rubbed the pearl. Where are you? I asked, casting the question into the nebulous swirl of myself. Where have you gone?

As if in response, a black pyramid erected itself in front of me, so much closer than it had been before, when I saw it in the stables. I reached out and flattened my hand along the dark sandstone, felt the bricks crumble when I dug my fingers in. A voice vibrated my skull, shouting:

You locked me up, locked me up, locked me—

“Lady Azzapardi, wake up.”

My eyes snapped open. Talleyrand gazed down on me with a small smile. His gentle touch on my shoulder disappeared. Sunlight filtered through the windows, illuminating dust motes. “Good morning. Ciriacus asked me to take you back home.”

“Oh,” I said, and swung up and out of the opulent bed, my face blushing furiously. I knew what this looked like, could only imagine Talleyrand’s thoughts at seeing me so disheveled. “I…that is, I didn’t—”

“I don’t need an explanation. You’ve calmed the prince,” Talleyrand said softly, “and renewed his spirits. He left soon after the sun rose to begin looking through the criminal records for new recruits.”

My eyes slid to the carpet where Vittorio had laid slain hours before. The room looked fresh, as if it had been scrubbed and cleansed, leaving no evidence.

“Gamal waits outside,” Talleyrand continued, studying me, “but if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to escort you.”

“Wouldn’t that seem suspicious?” I asked with a crooked grin.

Talleyrand ran a hand over his face. “Probably. But we have reason, now that the queen’s approved our plan.”

“Of course,” I said and slid off the bed. My cloak had been tossed over a chair and a trace of dampness chilled my shoulders as I pulled it on. “Ciriacus seemed happy?” I asked.

Talleyrand nodded. “I expect it’s due to having a formulated battle plan.”

I worried at my lip, feeling my stomach sink, as we opened the door and made our way out back. Two horses waited for us. Gamal held the reins and offered me small smile. “No carriage, I’m afraid,” he said.

“I don’t mind the ride,” I said. “Even if I’m not so adept.”

He nodded as he helped me up. He too, looked fresh, not as if he’d spent the evening hiding a body.

Talleyrand snorted, but helped me control the beast, and soon it seemed simple, the two of us making our way out of the city, discussing politics under the morning sun.

“I must look a state,” I whispered.

“I would’ve told you.” Talleyrand leaned over the unadorned saddle horn. “Not like I haven’t covered for the children, before. Though, I haven’t had the opportunity to cover Ciriacus in his plan to usurp the throne.”

I blinked, as shocked as he’d intended. Did he know about Vittorio? “He’s…not. You shouldn’t think that.”

“Shouldn’t I?” Talleyrand cocked his head to the side, his chocolate eyes refusing to part from mine. Underneath those sharp words I heard a whole world of hurt and history. “Even though I want to know how to help him?”

“Why would you want that?” I asked, looking sharply away, pretending interest in a small flock of long-necked birds shooting across the sky. The glimmer of the ocean rose on one side, bracketed by collapsing structures and families milling around, rebuilding their lives. “You’re the queen’s favorite.”

“You don’t want to be her favorite,” Talleyrand said. “No one wants to be her favorite. You saw that firsthand.”

I paused and turned back to him, taking in the defeated slump to his shoulders, the desperate twitch to the way he talked. Like a knife had been at his throat for a long time and he was ready for the final blow. It had been a dangerous risk for him, admitting such a thing to me. “It’s Venetia, actually.” I said. “She seeks to wear the crown.”

His laugh came out amused. “Of course, she does.”

I gnawed at my lip, feeling the tinge of social betrayal tug at my heart. Even though I had kept one secret, it seemed another had leaked out. “I assume you raised her, too?”

He ran a hand over his face. “As much as I could. I was a very young man when I came into their lives, full of my own ambition and Ermessenda’s attention. All three of them had inattentive mothers and absent fathers. They were always under my feet. Vittorio was barely entering adolescence, Venetia was still a very young girl, and Ciriacus was just a baby.”

I picked at the snags on my dress as I fit the puzzle pieces of the L’Agalantine life together. Responsible for three royal children and young enough to be their brother, Talleyrand had done his best as an unofficial adoptive father figure while over and over again his queen miscarried his legitimate children. I imagined him, bright with dreams, funneled into tempering Vittorio’s self-absorption, Venetia’s desperate loyalty, and Ciriacus’ mothering needs.

“What will you do now? I asked. “Knowing it’s her?”

“Help her be named heir.” He took a deep breath and squinted out into the distance where my home stood. Long-stemmed weeds growing along the well-worn path brushed against the legs of our trotting horses. The sky had never looked so blue. “For every reason that you do, I suppose. Venetia tried to make a plea for the throne when Ermessenda was pregnant last. She tried to make Vittorio give up his claim by marrying him off to some far away princess, but her plots had no teeth. She’s harder now. Older. Smarter.”

I remembered that. L’Essons’ dinner party.

“Mostly I’m tired,” he continued. “Tired of waiting for a child of my own that isn’t damaged. I don’t have any claim to them. You've seen their disdain for me. While I…love them, it’s become clear to me that the feeling isn’t mutual. I’m not a father or a lover, not these days. Now, I’m the only man that seems to be able to get the queen pregnant. I’m another outsider standing between them and the queen. Even with her, I don’t even think we love each other anymore.” He looked stricken, as if it was the first time he'd admitted it to himself out loud.

“Won’t Venetia help you, if you wanted to leave?” I asked. The hurt had been the same for me, when I realized Ciriacus and Enoch wanted my sacrifice more than they wanted me.

“She might. As a concerned citizen. As an ally, perhaps. Maybe then, she’ll support me if I approach her as someone who wants out.”

“I want to get out, too,” I said suddenly, overcome. “I don’t want to be involved in this L’Agalantine mess anymore.” I didn’t want to know about the handmaidens of Isis or the things that happened to Ciriacus behind closed doors. I thought about Venetia: sitting so proper in my sitting room, her kiss hot on my mouth in L’Essons’ dining room. Ignorance never seemed more blissful than at that moment.

But then how would I fight off the needs of the pearl? I yearned for a pastoral future, the simplicity of living, but the other slivers of me required more. If I left, I’d become reclusive, obsessed over the wants of the pearl, calling out for Madame Decay and hoping for an answer.

“Would it be better, suddenly having nothing again? Leaving it all behind?” I said and laughed, matching his from earlier. Sharp. Amused. “I’m no assassin, but I’m speaking to you like I’ve been forced into all these plots and intrigues. I could leave in the dead of night right now for a new horizon and I’m not sure anyone would really notice.”

“I think your absence would be noticed,” he said, and pulled our horses to a stop in front of my cottage. He paused, lost in thought. “I’ve heard that when you become a father, unconditional love strikes you hard. With the three of them, it’s as if we collected each other off a battlefield and we’re hunkered down waiting for the final charge. The prospect of replacing one or the other for someone new is too terrifying. We already know where we stand with each other, all our faults. Why should we give up that trust, no matter if it’s based off of love or hate? You understand this better than anyone, I believe.”

“You’re a good man, Talleyrand.” I dismounted and leaned into him, feeling comfortable against his maturity, strangely safe in knowing that while the years hadn’t been kind, he had still made it and had come out the other side alive. I shyly wanted to taste it again, that wisdom.

“I’m not sure about that,” he said and took my hands in his. “Will Venetia attack Ermessenda? Will she hurt my child, if it is born?”

My throat felt dry. “If I had any knowledge of it, I would tell you. I don’t believe her to be that cruel.”

“I don’t know anymore,” Talleyrand said, squeezing my hands before letting them drop. “I believe you, though. Please tell me if anything changes. I’ve lost my heart for politics and thrones. She can have it, if she’ll leave my child alone.”

I clasped my hands, tried to stop them from shaking. “I understand, Talleyrand. I do.”

He studied me before laying a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Thank you. Now rest easy, Lady. There’s still a full day to live through.”


CHAPTER 9

Erigenia, Ankh

Freed from whatever home it had come from, the hulking wingback stomped and spread carnage with wild abandon. Another monster bred from angelic loins, released and bade to never return, and now it was our problem, our creature to fell.

Some of the women cowered in fear as the wingback pulled sparse trees out by the roots and created craters by throwing boulders, but without our collective bravery, we would all be lost. I waited, spread out on my stomach on a green hillside. Dirt, dust, and pigment from the grass had been smeared across my arms and face. I gripped the loops of dried seaweed, woven into leathered rope. The terrain shuddered under every angel-spawn step and I whispered hopes into the high grass with lips dried from dust, please let this sacrifice be enough for you.

We didn’t take, I told the earth. We didn’t pickaxe the faults in your bedrock. That was a god greater than us, older than the mayfly spark of our existence. Our people can’t keep paying for the careless choices of immortals.

The angel-spawn thundered into the taut rope laid out between two rocks, and the nephilim stumbled, vestigial wings beating furiously to hold balance and instead creating miniature tornados dancing across the land.

I leapt to my feet. The other women followed my lead and we sprung from the camouflage of the hillside. I threw my rope around the wingback’s ankles and arms. Soon, like a giant tree, the nephilim teetered and finally toppled to the ground. The earth trembled.

Do not be angry, I prayed as I tossed rope over the creature’s huge body, felt the woman on the other side catch it and pull it tight over the felled spawn. Do not demand retribution in the form of my death. The torque, hated and heavy around my neck, caught the sunlight, sending sunspots dancing across its surface. I yanked my worn cloak over my head as the nephilim roared in rage, pounded the ground with arms and legs.

I clambered up on its huge back, my bare foot grinding into the blinking eyes rolling in and out of its skin like quicksand. One set of women severed the tendons to its wings, sending gold-red ichor flooding down its skin to wet the grass. The nephilim uttered a muted, almost choked off sound. The women chanted and sang, the same desperate hope vibrating through us all. Would the earth accept the sacrifice of this nephilim instead of a witch? Would it be enough?

I lent my strength to a second set of women struggling with the ends of the noose around the wingback’s neck. Together, like a game of tug and war, we pulled until my hands became red and raw. I remembered braiding this length, winding it from nature into a weapon, and now the fruits of my labor cut the wingback’s cry into a strangled moan and finally into a whistling silence as we sawed through its vocal cords.

It was us against them. Always.

When it died, we would feast on its flesh. There was nothing else to eat except for water cress, leaves, and flowers. Now, we would have hot flesh under our teeth and meat to make us strong. For once, when we took, we didn’t have to give back. With the wingback, we could take and take, and only make sacrifices for what damage the angel-spawn had done to the earth.

The ground soaked up the spilled blood like a sponge. Still alive. Still hot. The earth rolled with pleasure, and I knew the blood would sustain the loam like an aquifer, that there was enough body to fill the missing pieces stolen by a god bent on the dream to create.

It wasn’t our fault, not today. I would live another day. I would keep living as long as the nephilim kept coming.


CHAPTER 10

Erigenia

Gwyn’s hand warmed mine as we entered his rabbit hole of a home—my home now, I supposed—when he stopped on the threshold. A visitor waited for us, perched on the edge of a chair built from antlers, next to the fire crackling in the root hearth. The firelight cast a warm glow over his face, highlighting the autumn palette of his hair, alongside the robust, pulsating life thrumming under his flushed skin. Never had I been reminded so forcefully that I lived in an underworld.

“Gwynthr,” Gwyn breathed in surprise. “I never expected to see you here.”

The auburn prince stood, a tentative smile of welcome curving his lips. “Here in the lands of the reincarnated dead? Neither did I.”

“What can we help you with?” I asked, tightening my hand in Gwyn’s, rocking between strange memories that weren’t wholly mine: Gwynthr falling beneath Gwyn’s sword in hand-to-hand combat, Gwynthr captured and suspended between pillars, waiting for Gwyn to cut his heart out. The way Gwyn had agreed to willingly lose the war waged over a woman’s affections. But Gwyn had gained so much more, hadn’t he? He’d gained me.

“I have business to discuss,” Gwynthr said, his hands clasping together. A straw basket covered in a blanket sat beside his feet. Something within pushed against the blanket, but quickly settled. “We both know my kingdom has always skirted the edges of the shifting planes, and while my people have had contact with the reincarnated, one of the new planes has become a…burden.”

“Explain,” Gwyn said, motioning for Gwynthr to sit. Together, we pulled two chairs closer to the fire and all huddled close, a conclave of three.

Gwynthr shifted uneasily and I hid a smile. The past hung heavy between them, with any misstep fuel for an argument that could escalate into another war. Peace had been uneasy at best, mainly because the two stayed out of each other’s way. I wanted to keep it that way. Thinking of Creiddylad, the woman Gwyn had once swooned over, made jealousy ooze through my heart like magma, rapid-cooling into something black, immobile, and ghastly.

“They call themselves the host,” Gwynthr explained, his eyes flickering between us. “More and more, they’ve been caught stealing bricks, tools, and weapons from us. This wasn’t a problem at first, not until they set up camp and claimed that the land was theirs. Of course, they couldn’t sustain such a ludicrous proclamation. We both know the dead can't last long so untethered. My army overwhelmed them until they scattered. I tried to explain that the dead should stay on their own turf, but they didn’t understand. Frankly, I don’t think they know they’re dead. Their leader said they were messengers, but when I asked what message they had for me, it only made them furious.” Gwynthr paused, and then asked in a steely tone, “I hope you weren’t trying to reach me through them, were you?”

Panic brewed in my belly. What did the angels think they were doing? Cast out and fallen from Adonai’s love and they rashly attacked other homelands? Idiots.

Gwyn’s eyebrows furrowed. He shook his head. “No message of mine, I can assure you. No declaration of war for Creiddlyad’s hand, either, I promise.”

Gwynthr looked relieved. “I didn’t think so, but one never knows.” He quirked an eyebrow. “With our history.”

I joined their smiling brigade, sharing a fake, bright one. If this news didn’t send Gwyn straight into Adonai’s path, I don’t know what else would.

“They are new,” Gwyn said slowly. “I haven’t had the opportunity to commune with them, nor have I felt the urge to help them move on. I thought they needed time to adjust, but now I see it must become a priority. I’ll seal off their entrances to your homeland, so no mistake like this will happen again.”

“It’s not that.” Gwynthr waved his hand. “I simply don’t want another war to begin based on a misunderstanding. And my side is a bit…touchy at the moment.”

“Creiddylad?” Gwyn asked.

“Creiddylad,” Gwynthr confirmed.

Gwyn nodded, his hands resting on his knees. “This is…nice. Being allies.”

Gwynthr’s smile seemed blinding. “Speaking of that, with all the reincarnated energies romping around on my side…” He reached down to the basket by his feet and brought it closer to the firelight. “I found this under the singing trees, the ones you used to play under. Or so the trees told me.”

He pulled back the cloth top and I recoiled at the sight. “What is it?” I asked.

Gwyn cooed and reached down to the small thing in the makeshift bassinet, grinned when a small claw wrapped around his finger. “A child?” he asked, eyes shooting up to Gwynthr.

“Abandoned, I think. Definitely dead,” Gwynthr confirmed. “Creiddylad wanted me to throw it out with the messengers as our own message, but I thought the youngling had the smell of the Wild Hunt on it. Figured it belonged here, with you.”

“You thought right. Thank you,” Gwyn said, and I peered closer, the firelight illuminating a wide fanged maw, the big mucus-lined black eyes that said the creature was newborn-blind. Iridescent scales patterned down its yellow belly, and dark green fleshy wings wrapped around its shoulders. “We just had a hellhound born, too. This feels like fate, finding the two of them in such close time-proximity.” Gwyn rocked the bundle gently, the claw detaching from his finger. “Ariel has always had a spot for the lost ones. He’ll be pleased.”

“Let me,” I said, standing up and picking up the basket. “You two can catch up.”

“I should be getting back,” Gwynthr said, but the little monstrosity was already in my arms and I gave him a dismissive wave of the hand. “Never mind that,” I said, but already the two enemies had fallen into soft conversation, their low voices trading stories about fates and realms, of the living and the dead.

“We’ve got trouble,” I hissed to Ariel.

The nephilim turned to me with a questioning eye. His ash-covered wings fluttered in welcome and he inclined his head to the straw basket. 

“Not this,” I said, feeling unbalanced as I pulled the blanket back for him to see what lay inside. He made a sound of soft delight. “It was found, made for the Wild Hunt, I suppose. The energy of dead children must want nothing more than to be loved and cared for.”

The baby reached up with seeking claws, and Ariel clicked his own against the child’s. His toothy mouth grinned wider and adoring, if one could call it that.

“Adonai’s host have become bold. They’ve begun exploring different planes,” I whispered, handing him the basket. “Gwynthr came to tell Gwyn about them trying to claim living land, the absolute fools, and now Gwyn has to investigate. We can’t let them meet.”

Ariel glanced up at me, his face drawn in concern. The little monster’s claws tapped against Ariel’s, making a clumsy clacking that caused the youngling to gurgle with happiness. Ariel held out his free hand to me in question.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do.” I ran my hand over my mouth and turned to look at the shifting moor, the spread of reddish-purple heather coating the hills. Think, Erigenia, think.

Ariel mimed drawing and touched his temple.

“Prophecies don’t change,” I snarled, for I wanted to do the same, ask and ask and ask until it became different. “The earth doesn’t change.”

Ariel made a pushing motion, swinging the basket, and the baby shrieked with glee.

“That’s a thought,” I mused out loud, latching onto an echoing remembrance, one where I crouched in a forest rooted in sand, where that piece of the underworld whispered that it waited to be chosen. “I have an idea. Hand the youngling off to another. Will you take me to the edge of the angels’ plane?”

Ariel nodded, gestured to his tall horse, a steed that looked more skeleton than flesh. I hesitated but swung on its shadowed back as Ariel handed the bundle to a fellow monster. He climbed up behind me, and together, we rode.

The planes shifted in and out, changing from moor to mountain to desert. I was beginning to understand the mechanics of this underworld better, this shifting realm crafted from the energy and memory of all things that had passed on. All their wishes and dreams coalesced into these lands, and with that energy, they were recycled elsewhere—where they wanted to be most in their past life.

And lands that hadn’t been claimed by reincarnated energy waited for new death to shape it. I had found Gwyn in such a realm once—or, at least Eos had found him—his legs broken after a time with Gwynthr. Then, he’d told her he would reap her Adonai. Then, the land had rumbled it was in wait. But now, the fallen angels had unwillingly made it theirs.

Thus, land, no matter where, was still land. And, if my magic could wrench prophecies from it, then I could do more. Could ask for more. Fall back on the basics I had mastered in my life to fix this problem of mine and ensure Adonai and Gwyn would never meet.

Ariel brought his steed to a halt and together we dismounted. As we approached the edge of the realm, the trees parted to show a deep crevasse full of gold-tinted mist, like the sun couldn’t break through. I crouched at the precipice, waiting until the mist parted enough for me to see the land split like a scar, pitted with craters where the angels had landed. The messengers milled around the sharp rocks and gray sand, shifting bricks and earth, building the foundation for some kind of great hall. A twist of madness seeped through the creation, as if in their attempt to mimic holiness, they could only shape the uncanny.

I couldn’t blame them for trying, but what could you truthfully create with only dry sand and dagger-sharp clay? A heaven? I smirked. The wingbacks had always been slaves of their own choosing, horses dutifully blinded and bitted, awaiting orders from their master with a whip. Even here, in their damnation, they tried to remake what they knew instead of relishing in their freedom to craft something wholly theirs.

They deserved this. They deserved it then and they deserved it now. Give them a chance at redemption and they’d take it. They’d kill everyone in the reincarnated lands for it. Just as the Watchers had.

I worried at my lip, my hand trailing through the sand, rolling the uneven grains between my fingers. Somehow, I needed to sever this plane from the rest of the realm, or at least make it anathema to the underworld’s king. Somehow, I needed to ensure Gwyn would never come here again.

As before, I began to peel away the layers of Eos saturating my mind and memories, seeking for the original root system of me, Erigenia. The woman who could pull prophecies from the earth and know who would lie within it…the woman with a partnership with an elemental god: the earth.

The grains began to slot into and trace the uneven looped ovals of my fingerprints. A tug took up deep inside the center of my chest, as if all the veins in my body had become rope and my heart the nautical bitter end. The earth gave me a firm pull forward, full of eager yearning. I closed my eyes, feeling grateful that after all this time the basic foundation of my magic, of who I was—the earth recognized, still.

A warm pressure covered my shoulder. I broke the flow of magic to glance up and see Ariel, full of concern, focus on what lay beyond us. His claws pricked into my skin as he pointed out toward the crevasse. His other drew a sword. Hurry. We’ve been spotted.

“I’m going to create labyrinths to imprison the wingbacks,” I said to him softly, and delighted in the familiar hate bubbling inside me, a giddiness at the possibility of retribution, of revenge at hand. A feeling that was solely mine, planted, potted, and watered in the soil of my life. “I’ll need you to steady me, when the time comes. After what Gwynthr said, Gwyn won’t leave this alone for long.”

Ariel frowned, but nodded his consent. I turned back to look over the precipice. Two wingback sentries whispered to each other, their attention drawn to us. Their crooked wings drooped, as if their bodies had been put together wrong. I let out a slow, easy breath, and let my hatred center me. I'd try not to take too much joy out of this.

It had been so long since I’d scooped power from the foundation of the world. This too, like my hate, Eos had no ability for. Sariel’s blood ran in her veins, but mine was full of dirt and clay, ore and iron. The ground bowed before my will and I promised it retribution later for rewarding me: blood to replenish its gifts, a body to refill the holes I eroded in the bedrock. I remembered this too, giving souls to the earth, replanting what had been taken.

Had I been buried when I died? Or burned? How would I know? But I hoped I’d been put to rest in the ground, marked or unmarked. I’ll pay you back tenfold, I whispered to the earth. You remembered me, your long-lost daughter.

The labyrinth began to spin, power twisting into a spiral of ten, one circle for each finger. The toiling wingbacks looked up, as if sensing the magic tightening around them. The earth bent to my desires with a groan, shifting based on my wants, and the power sharpened. They must not get out, I told the twists and turns. They must be too horrified to try.

My power pulsated with my life, draining the stolen reincarnated energy I’d eaten. Before, when I was alive, I never had to devour energy or grace or souls. My existence regenerated itself simply because I was alive—the way skin healed over scratches with scabs. Now, my hands shriveled into nubs, curled and blackened. A madam of decay once more.

The thunder of wings stirred the loose dirt of the labyrinth. Beside me, Ariel shivered as if in anticipation of battle, urging me to swiftness. The soft hush of his sword unsheathing filled my ears.

My fingers continued to draw circles to keep the angels in, ten layers of damnation. My body crumpled, becoming a withered pillar, another jagged rock in the angelic abyss. A droning hum took up in the back of my mind. Please, not yet, I begged. My flesh wouldn’t last despite the strength of my spirit. Not for this type of binding magic, for a maze of this complexity. I reached out to Eos to suck whatever I could of her life, scrambled for any leftover grace, but we had been de-tethered, with her full, glorious vitality nothing but a whisper. I wanted to scream. Such essence was just out of my reach.

I suffused all my magic and self within the shifting labyrinth. If I didn’t complete it, it would eat me alive, taking everything I had to give, devouring my mind and the final dregs of my soul sacrificed to complete my spell.

Please, help me, I begged the earth. Give me more. Haven’t I always repaid my debts? Haven’t I always given you more than you gave me? You have more than I could ever imagine asking for.

I shuddered, and opened my eyes, in despair that I would see the scrambled lines of a maze composed of magic fit for an untrained witch, far from the empress I used to be.

When I was alive, when I was alive. How many times did I have to say it, to compare then and now?

Nothing remained around me except for a young girl, tucked into my side. She smiled, close-mouthed and sweet, and it was neither me or Eos, but I knew her. My arm snaked around her without meaning to, pulling her close. In her small hands bundled a skein of yarn. No, rope. Rope that led into me like veins, slipping around my bones. I recognized her, a mix of black hair and bright eyes, as if Eos and I had had a child. This girl was Eos’ future, a reincarnated creature who we would both become. A child, content. Well-fed. Beloved.

I ate her. Sucked out the marrow from her golden bones. Shred her grace until my magic blossomed and flourished. I gasped with the rush of it, full of gluttony, and funneled my renewed power into the labyrinth.

Terrifying. It had to be terrifying. Locking the wingbacks into an abomination of a place that they could never escape. One layer of frozen ice and sleet. Another full of blood rivers. Another with hot mud. Horrors of the mind, horrors of the flesh, horrors crafted from the earth. But to make such a pit, I could only stretch the circles to a prison of nine.

They’d find insanity there. Anyone caught in a labyrinth’s cage all went mad in the end.

The trees screamed as I twisted them like I would break spines, and I completed the uterine shape of their hell. The glowing seal of my magic—the lock and I was the key.

Thank you, I prayed to the earth. Thank you for your gift, your wisdom, for the life of the future to feed me.

I panted as the magic disappeared like a flame doused, leaving me in a swirling maelstrom of sand and fog, exploding with the screams of battle. In between long blinks of disorientation, I glimpsed the bloodied Hunt, and the angels scrambling to escape the labyrinth’s pull before it whipped them inside its twists and turns. Gwyn’s furious bellow rumbled like an earthquake as he cradled Ariel’s mangled body. Then, the land of the fallen angels broke off like its own continent, and drifted away into the mist, cut off from the underworld and its resurrection magic.

“How hurt is he?” I whispered, brushing my hand up Gwyn’s back to rest on his shoulder. Before us, healers ran their hands, tentacles, and claws over Ariel’s ruined form. Stab wounds covered his arms and chest, while others had punctured deep in his soft belly and split the fibrous spread of his small wings. With their heads bent together, tools of the trade laid out around them, the healers tried and failed to keep Gwyn from hovering. One cast me an exasperated look as if to say, get him out of here, if you want to do any good.

“I don’t know,” Gwyn responded, crossing his arms and pulling away from me, leaning closer to the healers, critical of every stitch and smeared poultice.

I sighed and rolled my eyes to the skies. The angel’s abyss had swallowed the mist, leaving behind a clear and expansive desert of yellow and silence. Plateaus flat as tables and pockmarked with black rocks rose in the distance. Cacti skeletons, bleached to tan, reached with rounded spikes for the endless roads of starlight that filled the night sky.

The rest of the Wild Hunt huddled together not far away, eager for a fight that would ease their anxiety over the fate of one of their own. They kept glancing off and on towards their pacing leader—who was not helping the situation, but who would not be persuaded away from the makeshift sick bed.

“Tell me,” I whispered, seeking the cracks in the wall Gwyn had erected around himself, “how you first met Ariel.”

The worry lines around Gwyn’s mouth deepened as he frowned, creasing his high forehead. “I found him. Much like the child Gwynthr brought us.”

“Where did you find him?” I asked, the sweet coating of the question hiding my true curiosity. Where, indeed? How did a dead nephilim—a source of pure evil by some god’s standards—end up reincarnated, his soul free of Adonai’s curse that caused them to all perish? How did Ariel remember who he used to be? How did he keep his identity that reincarnation seemed to wipe away? How could he remember, when I couldn’t, until Eos had united our names?

“He was small. A child, really. Starving with want. The light coming from him was so dim.” Gwyn ran his hand through his hair turned gray from dirt, blood, and ash. “I thought he might only have enough energy to sustain the cave he hid in. Only ancient energy has that, the deep desire to rest, the want to not be anything anymore but instead a part of the landscape. But this was different, more like the energy didn’t know what it could become. So, I came back, day after day, coaxing him out.”

“Like a stray cat,” I murmured, remembering the felines from long ago, fat and worshipped.

“Something like that. Being with us sustained him. You don’t know the miracle it is, to watch the lonely bloom. He’d finally found his place. If he dies, he’ll lose that.”

“It's not wrong to miss him if he passes,” I said gently, as Gwyn's face pinched with aching fear. “You're allowed to hope he lives.”

”Where will he go if he leaves us?” Gwyn asked, his voice small. ”Who will find him and help him? I'm not ready to guide his energy if he dies.”

A heavy silence descended, and I took in the stab wounds peppering Ariel’s trembling body, the broken bone bend of his vestigial wings. He had protected me, sacrificing his own body to save my concentration, and I would mourn his loss should he pass. Mourn his loyalty. “He won’t,” I said fiercely. “If the healers can do nothing for him, I have a way to help him.”

“You and your magic and stories,” Gwyn said, his voice flat. Disbelieving.

“Obviously. Now, come away,” I whispered to him, testing my hand on his arm once more, finally feeling the cracks in his wall spider out and accept my comfort. “You’re making things worse for him and the rest of your warriors.”

“I tried to speak with them—those messengers,” Gwyn snarled, his eyes fixated on Ariel. “I tried to negotiate with them. They knew Ariel. Called him something that made him balk. I heard the hate in their voices, saw the disdain they had for him.” Gwyn shook his head as if to clear his thoughts, his silver braid sliding over his shoulder. “They told me there was only one god as they stabbed him, that this god had damned him for being evil. I lost every sliver of control I ever had. You should’ve seen their terror, Erigenia. The messengers tried to fight, but when I showed them how I’d reap their one god, they were so scared.”

“They’re gone now,” I said, managing to turn him around.

He tilted his head to the stars, his crossed arms tightening around his torso. “Yes, and how did you manage that? I felt the realms shift in obedience. Your binding power tied that plane up tight. What were the two of you doing here to begin with, Erigenia?”

I sighed, the pressure of my story crushing my chest. If I told him, would it change the prophecy in the earth? Or solidify it? “The messengers…they’re from my past. From Ariel’s past. Ariel is kin to them, a child of their brethren, whose father most likely killed him. The children of the messengers are horrid things, Gwyn. Ariel was once a horrid thing. The host weren’t lying about the suffering the nephilim created. They nearly destroyed the world in their innocence and ignorance. I don’t understand it, but Ariel’s different, here in death. He’s better. The messengers are accustomed to killing their progeny, which is why they attacked him so ferociously.”

Gwyn stared at me, the starlight reflecting deep in his dark, wide eyes. “And you?”

“I used to be a great priestess,” I said. “One of the strongest before I died.”

“That’s when we met,” he said, as if he’d uncovered a great mystery. “Under the trees when we were both young.”

“Something like that,” I hedged, knowing that to him, Eos and Erigenia would always be one and the same. “But not exactly. You might have met me there, but the first time I saw you, I was alive, and you were still a child.”

Gwyn tilted his head, his attention overwhelming and warm. I swallowed, my throat dry and tried not to squirm. It was difficult, opening up. It had been so long since I’d told this story, and still, it played out vividly in my mind, as if it had happened yesterday.

“The first time I saw a god, was after my people had felled a nephilim.” I reached out, ran my fingers over his braid, the interwoven strands creating a useful plait, gorgeous in its simplicity. “Like Ariel. We harvested its giant body, for we were so hungry, but it was too large to completely strip apart. We took what we could. Waited for the hot sun to roast the rest into a stink. For the bugs to strip the skull, the meat to fall from the ribs so we could use the bones to craft our homes to protect us from the snow. The ice. The heavy rain.”

The pressure on my chest engulfed my eyes, and I blinked back the sting of tears. The giants had destroyed so much just by being alive. Those god-children who had wandered into our land and who had stripped the few remaining trees that, bent to the winds, somehow survived. Those naïve abominations who’d littered our homeland with stones chipped from the cliffsides. Adonai had taken from the earth to create man, but what he never knew was that the land demanded retribution, demanded sacrifice for its gifts, and for every man created, another witch was buried.

“I remember standing near the corpse,” I whispered. The golden torque a burden around my neck, collared like a dog, the symbol denoting that I would be the next one to be sunk into the bog, drowned alive. “Behind the gleaming light of our bonfire, the shadows transformed into tall creatures—creatures with horns, wings, silhouettes of things I never imagined could exist. And within the curve of the nephilim’s ribs, balanced on the breastbone, you stood. You raised the nephilim’s spirit. Taught her how to shed her flesh. Taught her how to dance.”

I gripped his hands tight, the story buried so deep inside it was like digging through an old grave, the remaining fragments decayed and broken, caked with mire and mud of my past.

“I didn’t know who or what you were, only that I was suddenly in love with you. How you made something so ugly into something hopeful. That was the first time I believed in a higher power. Because you let my loneliness bloom. You showed me that there was more than dying for the sins of others. That worlds existed beyond the one I had been born into. That I could be more.”

“Why don't I remember this?” he asked. 

“Do you usually remember everyone you reap?” My laugh was devoid of humor.

Gwyn’s hands framed my jaw, tilting my face up. As he kissed me, the starfall of non-existence peppered my eyesight, the sudden flex of darkness crushing me, and in the gleam of his eyes, I saw the milling pack of shadow jackals, waiting to take me.


CHAPTER 11

Eos

Saddled up against the base of a hill, a new rip expanded before us. Wrenched open longitudinally with jagged edges like a torn fabric, it looked as if the angel that created it had skidded across the ground before plunging into who knows where. Platoons of slaves, steered by soldier-commanders, pierced wriggling white maggot casings strewn along a slick iridescent ooze strip leading out of the rip. Another smaller select group ultimately led by Captain Odino surrounded the rip and drew the symbols of Ciriacus’ power in the dirt. Ciriacus paced ahead, conversing with each group, uttering frantic prayers and blessings. I smirked as he touched the forehead of a shaking slave, no doubt whispering Adonai’s name in a bid for strength.

Venetia stood to one side of me on a horse, her face set in determination. The early morning sun glinted off her royal battle armor, much like it shone off the silver collars decorating the slaves. Most would be fodder for the nephilim or whatever monster dragged itself out of the rip, as their soldier-commanders had been strictly told their lives were worth ten of the criminals paying off their debts for their freedom. Asko flittered through my mind, and I shifted with discomfort, wondering what I would’ve done if he’d been recruited to be amongst their ranks. Once, I might’ve sworn to stay by his side, heal any injury at the sacrifice of others. Now, it would’ve been a joy to let fate roll the dice and see if the cannibal survived.

Talleyrand, too, walked alongside Venetia, worry lending depth to the lines around his eyes. Ermessenda had opted for safety behind the city’s walls, and while her absence gave peace to the rest of us, I knew the responsibility of her heir and niece weighed heavily on him. “What are these?” he asked, his lip curling as he stuck his sword into one of the leftover maggot corpses. It bulged and split, jaundice-yellowed pus spilling from the incision.

“I don’t know,” I said, and adjusted the short blades sheathed at my waist as the earth trembled with a sudden earthquake. The soldiers shouted commands and the slaves adjusted into a stance reminiscent of their hasty training. A dark green leg shot out of the rip, bending stiffly, followed by another covered in rough bristles. As the rest of the creature lifted out of the rip, a swarm of locusts exploded from behind it, obscuring the sky like a black cloud. Petrified awe suffused through me. Shining ooze slipped from the insect-nephilim’s carapace, gumming up the endless eyes that tried to blink and open. It stood like a mantis and swept out its clawed hand to sever and kill what it could.

The first whiffs of blood had me sprinting toward the carnage, reaching the first victim bleeding out from what looked like a scissor-cut to the abdomen. Song filled my mind and warbled from my throat. The colored world slipped away into one of gold thread and black existence. Healed, the man stumbled to his feet and ran in the opposite direction, away from battle.

Blue lines of light shot out from behind me and bound the locust in nets. Ciriacus. He wound his arm back and threw the buzzing clouds far into the sky. Sunlight seeped through as a brief reminder before being consumed by insects once more. Behind him, Venetia had dismounted and fallen to her knees, her fingers pulling magic from symbols frantically inscribed on the earth, sending that power to focus on the rip—nothing more than a hole in a dress that needed mending.

I raced forward to the next wounded, my vision tunneling into song and the shimmer of gold thread as I healed as fast as I could. My power became an endless well inside of me and I heaved up bucket after bucket as slaves died and were resurrected under my hands. Ciriacus threw his power at the insect-nephilim, the light confining its thin gossamer wings as it snapped pincers and fangs. Blood covered the ground in slick puddles. My blades penetrated smaller locust as they attacked me, and I slaughtered buzzing insects to revive an impaled slave, a throat-slit commander, each one of the dying whispering thanks you’s and please and I want to go home.

“I’m sorry,” I said back to the black and gold creatures. “I’m sorry, but you must fight or die again.”

I’d never controlled my power like this before, never felt it as an inheritance rather than a curse. The consequences had always been overwhelming: madness plummeting my consciousness into lands of death or hallucination. Now, to sing hundreds of individual melodies, to push back the specter of death with my power…it was intoxicating.

The pearl on my finger pulsed in agreement. As my hand spanned across the belly of a woman nearly severed in half by pincers, I saw the pearl as an egg incubating its own kind of golden light, feeding off the songs as if it were milk and heat from a mother.

I helped her stand and moved to the next, falling to my knees in the guts and blood. The hot, wet wheeze of his chest underneath my fingers indicated a punctured lung. I plucked the strings of his body, but it was as though the threads had been stretched out and loosened. Much too weak to keep the existence bound within it.

“Leave me,” he gasped. “This is the only chance I have. Let me die. I want it.”

“Absolutely not,” I said. I sang to his cells and they obeyed me, still reluctant to live, but acquiesced to millennia of survival instinct. He washed over me like a hot desert and high vibratos, but with a bellow of frustration, he struggled to push me away with a hand on my shoulder, against my chest. “The gods curse you, let me die!”

“Try and avoid me next time, then,” I snapped, and flooded him with power. The energy shuddered, as if being siphoned off to a different source. Blood seeped through my fingers, slowly taking his life with it. I spun around, one hand still on the slave, rage now a snarl on my lips that just as quickly died.

In the distance, slowly picking her way closer to me, Madame Decay walked. No longer the wasted thing I knew, but a woman—gorgeous, her dark hair brushing her high cheekbones, her dark brown eyes flashing fire. She reached down to the soldiers and slaves writhing in death throes—those I could not get to fast enough—and ripped out their throats. Hands dyed red, she spread the blood on the earth.

“Stop,” I screamed at her. “You’re ruining them! Let them live. I can heal them. I can help all of them!”

“All these bodies will fill the holes Adonai carved out of you,” Madame Decay crooned to the earth. “When I am bountiful, you will take. Haven’t I been good? Haven’t I always given you want you need?”

The slave I’d been healing clutched at me, his mouth opened in horror. “Is that death? Has she come for me?”

The battlefield around me slowed to a crawl: men frozen mid-attack, locust swarms diving at half time. My gold-and-black rendered world dissolved into one of pigment and shape, a contained battlefield of blood, chaos, despair, and roaring magic.

Madame Decay stopped before me, dressed in flowing cloth in an antediluvian style, cinched tight around her neck, leaving her arms bare. “My, you have been busy. I’m not sure this much exertion constitutes as necessary, but at least you’re primed.” Madame Decay reached forward and fingered the golden strings of the song linking me with the slave. “I need this.”

The old tug of her taking and taking filled me. Once, I had gotten used to her slicing off thin, translucent layers of myself, thin enough not to hurt or bleed at first. No longer. Not now, when everything was at stake. When I had a duty, a skill to prove, lives to save. “Where have you been?” I demanded, gripping her wrist. “You’ve been absent for ages and you show up now of all times, needing something?”

“I haven’t heard your calls,” she whispered. “But, Eos, I do need this. It’s important.”

No,” I said. “You don’t. I forbid it.”

“It’s for Gwyn,” she said, the lure cast and spinning. Of course, I bit.

“For Gwyn?” I asked with a wild laugh. “Impossible.”

Her silence stretched and dread twisted low in my stomach. Gwyn—a god we hadn’t seen in ages. A god who’d dismantled the connections between us and the underworld so thoroughly, they could never be built again.

“I…used our shared power to reach him,” she said, her broad bottom lip pouting out. “I re-built the bridge he broke. So we could have him again, be with him again. We love him so much.”

“You used my power to find him, and you’ve been pretending to be me with him?”

“I’ve been with him as me,” she snapped. “There’s a difference.”

The dread became an expanding ache, pressing up against my ribs. I pinned the sensation on betrayal, but I wasn’t sure that encompassed it all. She was a leftover smear from the past, something that shouldn’t even exist. Without her holding me back, I was able to control my healing like I never thought possible. I finally tasted what it meant to be whole. “You’re a leech,” I hissed. “A parasite of the soul. What did you take from me to build that bridge to Gwyn? What did you use of my life to sustain your own?”

“You’d be nowhere without me.” Her white teeth cut into her lip, making it bleed. “You’d be dead from a knife wound in a whorehouse, another casualty of sex. I’ll take my repayment and your gratitude with your power. Only a sliver, but enough that your silly game of heal-the-warrior will have to end.”

“Sariel’s bloodline is not yours. It doesn’t belong to you. I don’t belong to you. You will not take anything. Saving me then was the same as saving yourself!”

She grimaced, her harsh beauty but a shade of what she must’ve looked like alive. She bared her teeth and slapped her palms on the slave’s chest. I felt a violent pull—siphoning the power from me to him and into her. The energy strung between us like a guitar string, winding tighter and tighter until one of us would snap it.

“If you don’t let go, you’ll kill him,” I said, fiercely enjoying the way her beauty crumbled. Deep lines and age spots pitted her cheeks.

“If I don’t kill him, another, more important being, will die!” she cried, her hands beginning to curl from supple fingers to black-tipped claws. She tightened the energy between us, and it frayed, but the power knew to whom it belonged. This was my life, not hers, and she would not be queen over me.

“Erigenia,” I said, and gripped the leash of her name, bringing her to heel. “You are dead. I am alive.” 

The string sprung back into me like a blow, leaving me lightheaded. She gulped for air and fell to her knees, her forehead briefly touching the ground. Beyond her rose a black pyramid—a structure I’d seen before. Shadow-jackals paced around the edges, their laugh eerie on the air. Erigenia’s head jerked up, tears flowing down her cheeks, and she followed my gaze to look behind her.

“Impossible,” she breathed out and her face collapsed into terrified submission. She clambered over the healed slave fully into my lap. Her arms wound around me; her face buried in my neck. “Don’t let them see me, don’t let them take me,” she begged. “There’s nothing to eat here for me to come back.”

“What is that?” I asked in awe, but it had the thrum of her life embedded in it, the edges of her past blurring into the present of mine.

“Jackals,” she whispered. “They smell me and want to dissolve me back into non-existence.”

“Not them. The pyramid.”

She lifted her face, the old lines creasing around her young rosebud mouth. She squinted, as if she couldn’t see me. “Describe it.”

“Black sand bricks,” I said. “There’s something digging out of it.”

Erigenia panted in panic. She clawed at my jaw, wrapping her hands around my neck like a vice, keeping my face forward. Her eyes blinked and wandered, as if she couldn’t quite focus on anything. “What else do you see? Do you see a labyrinth—no, a maze? Describe the sigils to me. What do they say?”

My mouth opened, but no sound emerged. Seeking hands carved out a hole from the inside out in the pyramid’s side. The fingers widened and smoothed the opening, bringing into sight a feminine profile, her face broad and bold, her skin glowing ebony-black with tightly spiraled hair braided tight to her scalp. Eyes the color of night skittered back and forth between me and Erigenia. Dirt peppered across the bridge of her nose like freckles or starlight. She held out her hands as if to accept a baby.

“Give her to me,” she said, and her voice was one that would command legions. “You look like her. You smell like her. But my jackals can taste the difference between the dead and the living. Give her to me.”

Erigenia’s lips hovered against my cheek, pressing orders, wants, and needs into my flesh.

“Put her in this,” the woman continued, and she held out a cage made of wooden sticks, something akin to the makeshift cage Tarragon and I had crafted to catch small storybook critters when we were young. “Bring her to me and I’ll show you the wonders of the world. I’ll show you angels and the heavens and the tips of the sky. I know the name of a god. I’m a priestess to the stars. I’m Ishtahar.”

“Ishtahar,” I breathed in reverence. Her name—like a memory. I’d read it once, long before I’d heard it, when firelight licked my shins as I studied translated books for Enoch’s quest what felt like eons ago. I had stared into the sky and asked the blue shining pinpoint if it was her. “You’re the lover of the Grigori. Of the Watchers.”

“So was she,” Ishtahar hissed, pointing at Madame Decay. “So was she. Tell her I’ll find her. Tell her that her power wanes. I’ll be free soon. I’ll rip her guts from her bones for what she’s done to me.”

“She’s part of me,” I whispered.

“What’s being said to you?” Erigenia asked, soft and anxious.

Ishtahar tilted her head back as if wracked with pain. The pyramid rocked, sending the sand crumbling, as if she thumped her fists against the inside of her prison, overcome. “I’ll find you, Erigenia. You did this to me. You locked me up. You locked me up.”

The jackals paced and my heart became a swollen lump, each thump from inside the pyramid seeming to pound the soft flesh of my lungs. Nausea spiked throughout my temples. Ishtahar’s scream vibrated within every breath I took and I didn’t know how to break this, I didn’t know how to wake up from wherever this was—

Until Erigenia wrenched her hands over my eyes, obscuring the pyramid. With a great shove, I felt the earth flip like a blanket of loam undulating under and then above us. As if Erigenia had commanded the earth to obey and so it had, obscuring Ishtahar and her jackals far from sight.

Her hand slid from my eyes. Madame Decay crumbled into a pile of bones small enough to be a child beside the thrumming vitality of the slave. Ishtahar’s stick cage rested in my hands.

What would I do if Madame Decay truly turned on me? How deep did the well of my strength go?

“Help me,” I commanded of the slave. “Every piece.”

Together, we collected her, stuck her inside the bars that expanded as needed to hold all of her. The slave’s mouth dropped in shock as I closed the cage of bones and locked it, before the other planes disappeared. The world I knew sped back up again.

Battle felt familiar and oddly safe. My name—not hers, never hers—floated out around me as a scream from the mouths of the royals. The slave reached out with shaking fingers and tucked a curl behind my ear, as if testing the reality around him. Bodies of those I’d been unable to save piled up around me, but I watched with an air of distance as Ciriacus’ blue light bound the insect-nephilim into submission and Venetia’s seams of shadow stitched the rip closed. My body felt loose and slippery, like my mind. And still, even with Madame Decay’s interference, there were more alive than there should be.


CHAPTER 12

Erigenia, Ankh

I fell to my knees in the bog, the spray of wet peat moss and dirt splashing across my lips and into my mouth. Ahead of me marched my witch mothers and sisters and aunts. One tugged on the rope slung around my neck, tightening it, making me choke. I stumbled to my feet as rage bolted through me. I yanked back against the leash without recognizing the consequences, thinking: you’re my people, my gathering, and you knew me well enough to put a tether on me.

As days passed without any food—the ground frozen, no nephilim in sight—and as the earth remained still and blind to our prayers and cries of starvation, I’d read the signs and tried to escape. I’d tried to run. The golden torque laid heavy against my wide collarbones, an endless reminder that soon I’d be led to the borderlands and the people I loved would bash in my kneecaps, shatter my jaw, and place stone slabs over my body to sink me into the bog.

We’d taken too much from the earth. Now, we had to give back. And it was my turn.

They’d been smart, knew I’d be a flight risk. Caught me much quicker than I’d expected, bound my wrists together at the small of my back. And now, they pulled me to my resting place. Under my breath, I swore I’d escape the labyrinth they’d use to imprison my ghost. I’d haunt them until they perished from fear. I’d never let them forget what they did to me.

Tufts of yellow shrubs bloomed before us, patchworked with green starburst moss, flat and endless. Gray gauze clouds interspersed the river-blue of the sky and I focused on the horizon line with a gasp of panic. I’d never discover what lay beyond it. I’d never lay eyes on the blessed lands beyond, whose people simply set monsters loose without a second thought, who took without considering what would have to be paid in return. Who never once—never once—considered that my life would be the price for their civilization, for their freedom to love the wingbacks. The unfairness of it left me red-faced and shaking.

Another tug around my neck. A small rise of bare earth, like a cross-section layer of rock and sediment, cut the bog’s flatness and I grimaced. How ugly, how basic, this future grave of mine. I was made for so much more than to go gracefully to my death.

Thin slabs of slate had been stacked nearby, and a tidy pile of heavy brush leaned against it. We stopped and the witches murmured in a tight cluster together. My chest heaved as I stood just outside their circle. I knew what they spoke of. I’d been in that circle many times before, casting glances back at those who would be sacrificed to the earth. They whispered memories of me, spoke my name in a chant, began to bury me in their minds. Transformed me from a sister to an object. An object with a select purpose.

What had been the name of the sacrifice before me? My hands curled into fists. I didn’t remember, or care.

The first witch broke from the circle and approached me. She drew her fingers down the bisection of my face, starting at the crest of my forehead, over the slope of my nose to the curve of my lips, where she met them with her own. The kiss was chaste, over in moments. The tiny labyrinth she left imprinted on my lips felt warm. A kind of haze began to cloud my mind, and as each witch drew lines along my skin and concluded their goodbye with a kiss, I felt another untie my hands, gentle me into submission. For it was always better for the sacrifice to want their death, to want the betterment of the others left behind.

Below my bare feet, the earth tingled, as if in anticipation. Yet, my hands were still curled into fists, the only scrap fighting what was coming. I wanted so much more than this.

The elder came last. Her chapped lips roughed up mine. Sudden terror shook me as I caught sight of the rock in her hand, something that could not be washed away with magic. You’re going to die, now. Are you going to let them kill you?

My fist collided with her cheek. She collapsed with a cry, blood peppering the corner of her mouth. I wrapped the end of my dangling leash around her neck, and yanked tight. She scrambled at the garrote, her eyes wide as a scream wheezed through her lips. The others shrieked my name, appalled, and reached out to stop me, as the elder went limp in my hands. Fragile neck snapped. I shouted my victory, pushed the old sack into the arms of the others, and ripped the hair out of another aunt who lunged to grapple my wrists together. She cried out, her hair coiled between my fingers in bloodied clumps.

My chest puffed out, almost as if my skin had fluffed its feathers, and I felt huge. I snatched the sharpened stone knife from the aunt’s waist and plunged it into her stomach. Hot sacrificial blood coated my fingers. She stumbled away from me. I slashed out again, catching another mother in the chest as she pulled on my leash, tightening it around my neck until my vision blurred and my lungs burned. I charged her and landed on top of her, stabbing until she stopped moving. I wrenched the dreadful loop off of me with a snarl. The pile of stone slabs stood beside me. I hefted one up over my head and slammed it down on her immobile body.

The others backed away, some turning to run. I tried to restrain my aggression, my hate, and reserve it for the nephilim, but it was as though I had no control. I took chase, catching one of the slower cows, the stone blade wedged into the meat of her shoulders and snapping off.

“Are you satisfied?” I screamed at the earth as the blood of the four seeped into the ground and swirled in muddy water. “Haven’t I given you enough? More than enough? You ask for one and I give you more than double.” Fury made me tremble, but at the same time it began to fade like sloughing skin, leaving me swallow-weak and hollow-boned.

The earth purred at me, pleased. Fed. Sated.

“Help me,” I said suddenly. If I ever stood in front of a god to make a covenant, it was now. And the promises would be mine.

What do you want most?

“I want to go to the land of angels,” I said, as blood caked and dried along the cracks in my hands, painting the landscape of my body. “I want to see this holy land of the thoughtless. More than that, I want us to be in love with each other, for you to give when I need more, knowing you will take all when I am bountiful.”

The bog shriveled and a path of brown and yellowed dust emerged, cutting through the water and red grasses, leading far into the distance. A trail to the horizon.

The smile crossing my lips felt wide and joyful. I pillaged my fallen kin, piling skins and weapons on my body as if it were a cart, leaving theirs bare and open in the sunlight. Pleasure vibrated just under my skin—the thrum of being chosen, of being the favorite, of being trusted.

Of being in control. Of being free.

The path ended at the top of a hill. When I reached it, I nearly cried out in relief. I was falling apart. My teeth were loose in my gums. My ribs sat like sticks underneath the bulge of my starving stomach. Cuts festered along my wrists to pay for the meager gifts of food from the earth. Below me, cradled in the arms of the sloping hills, sprawled endless buildings of every type and shape: huge towering palaces surrounded by those of lovely simplicity, tall and nestled close, others that seemed more for decoration than anything else.

Never before had such civilization reached my eyes. I gaped in amazement as I limped toward it: homes glowing from hearths, wells cut with precision, long fields of crops, and statues of posing leaders—all chipped and molded from the earth to suit or mimic humanity. Children scampered across dusty roads as I eased from the outskirts into the heart of this huge gathering. Mothers tutted for a moment’s peace and bartered for vegetables piled up on sellers’ booths. So much color! Plucked greens and purples, bushels of orange and yellow, plants and fruits, flowers and hay, of all shapes that I had no name for. So much bounty. I’d never seen so much food in my life. The seller raised his eyebrows at me as I stared, but handed me a red fruit. I raised it to my lips, letting the citrus-blossom scent overwhelm me as I shuffled on my way, the knobs on my feet aching, my knees wobbly as a fawn.

Wonder. So much wonder here. It was no wonder the rate at which we were meant to sacrifice each other, for the earth to gift abundance such as this so freely.

Lounging next to a fountain, a woman dressed in pale purple stood, her hand shooting up in the air as if in greeting. The citizens gave her berth, nodding their heads in recognition as she stood, murmuring greetings under their breaths. Others watched her in awe, something akin to the disbelief I used to feel when nephilim approached. Only this awe was one of love, not fear.

She approached me carefully, her gold-painted lips smiling with pleased curiosity and welcome. The sun cast small crescents of light along her ebony-black complexion, leaving small moons against her cheekbones. Tight black braids wove mesmerizing patterns across her scalp, and I stared openly, trying to make sense of the sigils—for they looked like labyrinth lines, as if this binding magic had been created for aesthetics, for art. Unheard of.

“Good morning,” she said softly. “Where have you come from, traveler?”

My mouth gaped like one of the sightless suckerfish dredged from the mud. “The bog,” I said, my voice scratchy with disuse.

“Interesting, I’ve never been there,” the woman mused, and carefully, so carefully, she lifted her bare arm and slipped it around my shoulders, a sudden pillar I could lean against. “I think you’re the one I’ve been waiting for.”

“Me?” I asked dumbly.

“El-Ohmin and the Wisdom Sophia sent me a message saying a powerful ally who needed my help was arriving.”

“Who?”

Her laugher rung rich with health and delight. My ignorance manifested as shame, flushing my cheeks hot. I looked down and away from her as she coaxed us under the shade of a building, urged me to sit beside her on a wide ledge, and took my hands. “From the gods of the angels and people. The father and mother of our world,” she explained.

I gaped at her. Were these names for the earth? A chill penetrated my heart at a sudden thought. Could it be that these people didn’t even understand the sacrifices the earth demanded? Did she not know the divinity of the land? The earth her people took and sowed and grew from?

A young man approached us, a clay-fired jug and small cups cradled in his hands. His dark eyes flickered to my companion as he handed the items to her. “Do you require anything else, priestess?” he stammered.

“No, thank you,” she said warmly, and poured the cleanest water I’d ever seen into the cups, fitting my hands around it. A gift. Freely given. The water sluiced through the parched desert of my tongue, tasting sweet, and I consumed it with abandon, offering the drained cup for more. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“It’s my pleasure,” she murmured, and I noticed what must be the marks of her priestess-hood dotting her shoulders, the cuff swirling her upper arm. Her tongue darted out as if to lick her lips but thought better of it. “We have been honored by the angelic gifts bestowed on us by the messengers,” she said and even I heard the conscientious cherry-picking of her diction. “I would be grateful to share what knowledge we have here, in the hopes you will share with us what your holy host have taught you and your people.”

I sipped my second cup of water, even as my mind spun. “I’d be honored,” I said weakly, wanting to throw my head back and laugh. She thought my gathering of witches relied on wingback wisdom? Her sweetness would turn sour if I showed her what the wingbacks taught me: how to carve up their bodies, make shelter from their bones, sever the thick white tendons to render them flightless.

I reached out to refill my glass a third time, when familiar fluttering thunder echoed in the air. The cup slipped from my fingers, shattering on the ground. I gripped the priestess’s shoulder, and pressed her down as I stood up, shielding her behind me. She was the key that would open locks for me, a kind woman who sought me out on the good word of the divine to trade knowledge. Knowledge! As if I wasn’t already full to the brim with questions. No angel-spawn wingback would steal this chance from me.

The wingback landed in the town’s square, only this angel wasn’t a monster, but a creature of absolute glory: soft golden white wings, endless eyes the shade of riverbeds, his complexion the same as the priestess. He smiled at us and a warning growl rumbled in my throat. My hand tightened on a crude club tied at my waist and I brandished it with ease, ready to protect this woman and her compassion.

The priestess stood, and touched my shoulder, pushing me firmly, yet gently, out of the way. “Do not fear. This is Shemhazi, my consort. He means us no harm.”

The wingback folded his wings, making the dust on the streets swirl up into tiny funnels of red and tan. He approached us with a welcoming smile. Hatred pulsed within me like a second heartbeat, paired with the desire to mix the sand and his blood into mud, coat the earth with it.

“Darling,” Shemhazi said, in a rumbling baritone. “Azazel told me you’d left after a vision. I thought I’d tag along to see what made you leave us so early.”

The priestess clasped the wingback’s hands as her golden-painted lips spread into a beam of delight. “You’re too curious for your own good.”

“Perhaps, Ishtahar,” Shemhazi said, leaning in and sweeping her into a tender kiss. Flecks of gold peppered his mouth as he pulled back. “Perhaps I missed you.”

Was this…love? The witch-women loved each other, yes, as caretakers or confidants, and even physically, hands moving frantically under clothes beneath the night sky, even granting good luck embraces as the earthquake-steps of the nephilim came ever closer. But this…it looked like falling. As if the both of them existed somewhere no one else could follow. My brow furrowed with deep suspicion.

“Adonai told me she would be here, that she would pass down the skills to remove us even further from animalistic survival and further into the realm of enlightenment,” the priestess—Ishtahar—continued, looking at me as if the whole world were a bulb blooming in our palms, as if that flower held all the beautiful mysteries of the universe to be explored in the arms of trusted companionship and intellect. “Perhaps the messengers serving her people have different teachings for us.”

I never trusted the gods of the sky, and I certainly didn’t trust the way Shemhazi frowned in concern.

Give when I need more. The earth had certainly made good on our vows to each other.

“Are you celestial, somehow?“ Shemhazi asked. “The Grigori are the only angels stationed on this planet. We are the only faction, here. Ishtahar, whatever skills she may have are not sanctioned from Him.”

“Neither are the ones you’ve taught us,” Ishtahar said, the tease light in her tone. She wrapped her arms around the wingback, her hands curling in the feathers and the angel shuddered. “You were only supposed to watch us, remember? The constellations, the ability to melt iron into shapes, the skills to hold fire with the fat of our herds, all this you passed to us even though you knew Adonai would disapprove.”

“And have you taught me nothing in return?” Shemhazi whispered, leaning in to kiss her once more.

“Shemhazi, please. Our company,” Ishtahar whispered, and turned her attention to me. “What’s your name?”

“Erigenia,” I said, my voice cracking. “My name is Erigenia.”


CHAPTER 13

Eos

Everything had become a shade of gray from the gold webs of existence to the blood coating up to my elbows like fine gloves. The battle had ended, but the aftershocks continued with the cacophonous cries of the wounded as soldiers carried them to me and lined them up. I shuffled from soul to soul, patching the matte colored insides back into the strings of essence. Some went quiet before I reached them, and Ciriacus followed behind me, whispering prayers over their still forms, ordering young guards to cut off the collars around their necks.

“Must you?” I slurred to him as I laid my hands on a middle-aged woman, her song vibrating like drums underneath my ribs.

“You know I must,” he said. “Proof of Adonai’s existence is here, in us. It is the only way to honor what they’ve given to our cause.”

Along the outskirts of the battlefield, the people of Ilihannon gathered to watch and even help gather the wounded. These were citizens forced to survive outside of the city’s protective walls—the tradesmen, bricklayers, and weavers who ruled Ilihannon’s heartbeat. I tucked the hurt woman’s organs back inside her belly and then mended her skin. One of the civilians inched toward me, her face screwed up in hope and fear. Ciriacus waved her closer. Her eyes flickered between us.

“Friend or family?” he asked, and I hissed at him for quiet. Finding the rhythm of the woman’s song was hard enough without Ciriacus rambling.

“Sister,” the girl said softly. “Four years for thievery.”

I swayed, exhausted without measure, as I stitched up the last piece of the woman’s gash. She sat up, her hands clutching the fresh scar, before kissing my hands. Ciriacus motioned for one of his people to attend him, and they knelt before her as I tried to move to the next slave. The world sloshed to the side and I paused, waiting for the nausea to pass. Her collar soon tumbled into her lap, and she rubbed at her neck, disbelief in her eyes.

“Your life,” Ciriacus said softly, “is a gift. Find your family and live a good life. Adonai blesses you.”

“You’re the true king,” the healed woman whispered as her sister helped her stand. “The three of you are who Isis would want defending the throne.”

“We are who Adonai wants on the throne,” he said, and the woman’s eyes widened at his blasphemy. “Isis chose Ermessenda to rule, but we follow a different path. One where the leaders save their people and do not hide behind them.”

The woman surged forward, planting a kiss on Ciriacus’ cheek. “Praise Adonai, then.”

“You can’t free them all,” I said, watching the newly freed slave and her sister disappear quickly from the battlefield. The rest of the citizens, breathless at what they’d just seen, fanned out to look for their incarcerated loved ones. Their hope seemed to pepper the air like dust motes caught in golden light.

“No,” Ciriacus murmured, his hands sliding around me and helping me to ease closer to the next wounded slave. “My mother will know, but those who were grievously wounded can be considered dead. There are such things as second chances. You taught me that.”

I snorted as I placed my hands on a young man, his whimpers quieting as the punctures on his legs began to close. I coughed, tasted sharp copper on the back of my throat, and wondered how much longer my shredded voice could last. “At least the lesson is being put to good use,” I said.

“It’s His power letting me bind the nephilim,” Ciriacus said softly. “It’s His power that allows this miracle you wield to restore life.”

“What about Venetia’s power?”

“I’m not doubting the power of Isis,” he said, “only that she is not a god nor the only god. For all we know, she could be an angel who set up false worship here.”

I tried to glare at him, but my head ended up resting on his shoulder instead. Beyond the slope of his arm stood the black pyramid. Somehow, the lanky jackals paced closer with each new person healed.

“Free who you can and find more healers,” Ciriacus said above me to another. He sounded far away even as his arms wrapped tight around me. “That’s an order. I will face the consequences of the queen alone.”

“Ciriacus,” I said quietly, understanding that the encroaching madness was soft, this time. Quiet. “I don’t think I can do another.”

“You’re exhausted,” he said. “I didn’t realize how much this would take out of you. Will you be strong enough in the future?”

“Only if she doesn’t interrupt me,” I said darkly, thinking of the bones in a cage, thinking of the priestess in her prison.

“Who?” Ciriacus never sounded so gentle before, wiping at my face, and I realized tears leaked down my cheeks. “Venetia?”

The princess? She and Talleyrand were next to the stitched seam of the portal, loading up the pieces of chopped nephilim onto carts to haul back to the palace. Spoils of war, I supposed. Proof of their success.

“I need to catch my breath, Ciriacus,” I said, lest my tongue let loose secrets that Ciriacus would be eager to learn. It was difficult to both love and trust him. What would he do if he found out the white god who haunted him was a god of death? What other demons would he try to cut out of me? “I need to rest.”

“Of course,” he said. “We have to report back to my mother, soon, but close your eyes.”

His hand stroked through my black curls. My eyes slid closed, if only for a moment.

I woke up curled next to Madame Decay in a land of white fog. The rickety bars of her cage were close enough for me to see they’d been handcrafted by mud, crafted to resemble branches. Words made up the lines of bark, the whorls of the imitation’s supple interior, tiny scribbles of Erigenia carved over and over. I propped myself up on my elbows, fatigue a new layer in my muscles, and rubbed the sleep from my face more on instinct than necessity. Somehow, the cage had grown from a small square that fit in my lap to a cramped, if larger, cube. 

Madame Decay—and I should get used to her true name, the weight of it on my tongue, the power I could wield over her with it—appeared child-small, her knobby knees up to her tucked-in chin, her skin dehydrated into leather, exuding defenselessness that put me at ease. This shape I was more familiar with than the radiant woman who’d pitted her will against mine on the battlefield.

A glow like gentle candlelight crept up around me. I searched for its source, a shocking thrill running down my spine at the child that suddenly appeared at my side. The girl offered me a close-lipped smile and touched my shoulder. A layer of pale roots waved around her like the arms of a polyp. I brushed back the wild strands of short dark hair off her forehead and her blue eyes blinked trustingly at me. She felt familiar, as if I looked at myself through a mirror of time.

The roots shifted, inching her closer to the cage. I grabbed the girl’s wrist. “It’s not safe,” I whispered, just as I caught sight of the slit opening of Erigenia’s eye, naked and feral with starvation. Like a snake, she struck, snatching the girl’s other wrist and wrenching her arm through the bars. The girl didn’t scream or cry out, but I did. My arms encircled the child’s waist. A tug-of-war, now, always a fight of wills with this woman of decay. The ground lifted, as if offering the child to Erigenia. Erigenia peeled the flesh off the girl’s arm in thick sheet of aurous light, devouring it and hauling the girl in further.

“Stop,” I cried out in horror. “Please, stop.”

The girl didn’t fight, her body heavy with inaction. I yanked as hard as I could, but the roots pushed me away, entangled my elbows and knees in a weave of briars. Erigenia caught the girl’s neck between her teeth, and the child folded through the space between the bars, her skin sloughing off to show her shining bones. She disappeared within Erigenia’s ravenous maw.

I fell back, landing hard on my back. Tears coated my cheeks. “Why did you do that?” I asked, aghast. “What have you done?”

Erigenia licked her lips as the desiccated nature of her plumped, the rot chased away. Hollowness expanded inside my chest, like a punctured air bubble, and the space behind was nothing but scorched earth.

Erigenia sat up, still sucking leftover light off her thumb. “I didn’t want you to see any of that.” She scooted closer to the bars, reaching through to stroke the roots that sunk back beneath the…earth? Mist? Whatever constituted as ground between her life and mine?

“Did you…eat that girl?” Sweet Isis, what else could it be called? I saw it happen right in front of me and could do nothing to stop it.

“She wasn’t exactly alive,” Erigenia muttered.

“What does that mean, Erigenia?” I said, gripping the reins of her name, yanking hard on the bit to ensure she listened, paid attention, heeded me.

Erigenia shifted in discomfort. “She was…well, she was a future reincarnation of us.”

“You ate our future,” I said flatly, the realization like the worst type of blasphemy. After all this time, I still felt tied to the teachings of the five elements as a human. I believed in the spirit, the soul, the name, the body. I even believed in the shadow. To see her desecrate something so pivotal to the future of my spirit…

“It’s not our future. It’s not our anything. It’s mindless energy. That child wasn’t a child. It just took the shape of youth. It’s what we would’ve been funneled into when we died. We don’t have ownership over any of it.”

“You ate part of our life!”

Erigenia’s grunt of frustration came from the depths of her body. “It’s not our life, just as my life was never yours. You don’t remember the things I experienced, the people I met, the lovers I had. We would never have met if I didn’t take the steps to reclaim myself from non-existence. Death is still death, whether you’re shuffled up into an eternal paradise or reincarnated to live another cycle. It’s the same thing as insanity, really—having to repeat the same thing over and over. That energy was just something our energy might have been, and I needed it now, in the present, to keep us alive.” She gripped the bars of her cage, leaning in to read the scrawl of her name, and then stroked the letters with a soft snort of disbelief. “At least all of my past powers haven’t completely diminished.”

“You’ll do anything to save your skin,” I said. Fury built inside me, a fire once sustained on hay and blight, but which had now caught onto the logs above to flourish. “I should leave you in that cage to rot.”

“I disagree,” Erigenia said. “Where would you be without me? Where would you be if I wasn’t there to save you, to teach you things you’d never learned on your own. Even if you hadn’t died of blood loss at the Bordeaux House, would you ever have found the gumption to defy Enoch? To rip yourself out or Rahab’s grotto?” Erigenia pouted. “Doubtful.”

“I’m not indebted to you,” I snarled. “Helping me was simply self-preservation for you.”

“Maybe I’m indebted to you, then,” she said. “You want this to stop? You want to keep Ishtahar from haunting you? To stop the jackals from howling after you? Sariel’s magic will never come without some form of insanity, but it can be a containable madness. I can help you achieve that.”

“And what will that cost?” I scoffed.

Erigenia’s smile was all teeth. “Help me find Ishtahar. One piece of exorcism is re-binding a spirit, and I can’t do that without knowing where she is.”

“And you can’t do this on your own?”

Erigenia pressed her face against the bars. “The problem with being dead, Eos, is the persistence of non-existence trying to reclaim you.”

“Why not simply ask Gwyn for help? Make another deal with him to bring you back to life and leave me alone. I was better off without you.”

“You think this immortality was a gift?” Her anger dripped venom. “I’m here because of my power, my skills, because I wanted it. It wasn’t given. I earned it. I never asked for anything I couldn’t repay.” Her fingers whitened around the bars. “Why would you ever think I couldn’t achieve this by myself? Haven’t you ever thought of what it took to bring myself here? I never needed a god’s power. Gods only take and expect others to withstand the consequences.”

“Why do you need Ishtahar if you’re so powerful?” I said quietly. “Why is she hunting me, hunting you? Maybe I should turn you over to her. She gave me the net. I only have to bring you to shore.”

Erigenia growled and broke my stare, glaring out into the distance. She worried at her lip, a trait we seemed to share. “I can show you,” she said suddenly. “I can…gift you pieces of my life as visions. I warn you that I might have to eat another piece of life, though. Only honesty can exist between us then, don’t you agree? You’ll know everything about me and how I came to exist as part of you.”

My heart thundered and I looked up into the sky full of gray mist. Did I trust her and sacrifice another future to her? My hunger to know twisted my insides. I realized I starved for knowledge, to understand her life as intimately as she knew mine.

“Just this once,” I said and I scooted closer, holding my hands out to her. She gripped my forearms, reminding me again about everything that she was, that she lived within me, sustained by my energy. In a way, I owned her.

That realization cooled the hottest spectrum of my emotions, laying out the precious gift of time. Life, in general, depended on the nature of existence and non-existence, of beings living and dying. Trying to steal more of that life and time did not come without drastic repercussions. I began to see the power in the journey instead of the fear of the end.

Madame Decay drew a complicated, maze-like weave along the tender flesh of my inner arms, and the life and times of Erigenia flashed before my eyes.


CHAPTER 14

Erigenia, Ankh

Waking.

The new day had the same purpose as yesterday, the same as the day before that. I slipped out of bed and the sleeping angel beside me curled around the patch of warmth I’d left behind. Her wings had softened with relaxation, the dove-gray feathers fluffed and loose, the scatter of eyes all together closed. One rolled open to watch me wrap a sheer robe around me, more so to catch my sweat from the dawn’s oncoming heat rather than for coverage. I smiled at the eye, hummed a note of presence, and sat at my clay-fired table littered with scrolls.

Papyrus waited for me, thin and fragile, full of inked symbols hastily drawn to translate the wingback’s oral stories into literature. I winced. The Watcher’s oral story. Wingback was an old term, something that rattled in my skull but never left my mouth. I’d been careful since my arrival here, playing the lost soul in awe of the cradle of civilization, the celestial occupants, the harmony among humans.

Other, carefully kept scrolls expanded before me, borrowed without permission from the priests, detailing philosophy on death and the afterlife, laid out in theory and hypothesis. All frantically scribbled down, just like the other angelic teachings: like tracking the stars, using convex glass layers to see the planetary alignments, of how to create fire. But this story interested me the most: the one of how the angels stole a piece of earth for Adonai and the Wisdom Sophia to create life.

I’d read it hundreds of times. Each time, the thrill of discovery lit up every nerve. Adonai had sent four of his most trusted angels to scour the newly emerged earth to collect desert sand, ocean gravel, mountain soil. These angels had been entrusted to convince the earth to give up a piece of itself—a blank slate that could be molded and shaped and breathed to life. Only one messenger came back successful, but also cursed. Adonai balked, unable to break whatever sorcery had been placed on the messenger and regulated the angel to the dark duties of death and resurrection, far removed from the clay creations he’d risked his life to obtain. Even as Adonai carved his first human from the body of the earth and breathed it to life, even as the Wisdom Sophia lent her blood to make its heart beat, even as the Father and Mother watched the new world grow and populate, the angel was ostracized by his people for his successes.

Azriel, the earth told me, when I slipped into the desert alone to ask for his banned name. How the earth spat the name with bitterness. Azriel made the deal.

Lilith hated it, the way I disappeared for hours or even days at a time to commune with the earth. But soil-magic and world-prophecy took time; the planet did not evolve in an instant. She didn’t know that. She simply knew that I’d be gone and couldn’t be found. The covenant between me and the earth was something wholly mine, not to be shared, and definitely not a familiar form of sorcery to anyone, angel or human.

“At it again?” Lilith whispered from the bed, stretching and rolling over to look at me. She smiled as her wings expanded, filling the small room. For all Lilith knew, I was death-obsessed, hoarding theories of the afterlife and psychopomps.

“Always,” I sighed, my eyes lingering over her as she stood and came toward me—slender and small, with breasts that I could cup in my hands, soft hips eager to cradle mine, freckled arms that wound around my neck as she would lean in to kiss me. This was the human corporeal form she’d stuffed her angelic essence into.

“I never used to sleep,” she said with a yawn, nudging me back in my stool and slinging her legs around me, bracketing my hips with her thighs, her back arched. I couldn’t hide my small smile. I’d seen hawks mantle in such a way over their prey. “One of the side effects of spending so much time around you sons of clay.”

“Is that an astute observation or a rude one?” I molded my palms along the indent of her waist, when all I wanted to do was shove the wingback aside, tell her my days were promised to understanding resurrection, not giving her pleasure. “I thought your delight in sleeping was because of me.”

“It could be.” She preened her wings, filling my vision, her fingers trailing down my stomach. “Put your stories of death away. Come back to bed with me.”

“I can’t,” I said, leaning up to steal a kiss. She tasted of me, the salty heat of my desire still heavy on her tongue as it was the night before, when she spread my legs until they shook. “I have to prepare for my consultation with the angel of death.”

She made a face. “That.”

“Yes, that. You said you’d talked to Shemhazi for me to help me make contact.”

“Well, yes.” Lilith hesitated, her teeth catching the wet sheen of her lower lip.

I frowned, braced for bad news.

“I don’t think it will be possible, Erigenia. None of us have talked to the death angel since the beginning of time. He’s…uncomfortable. Exhausting, even. We want nothing to do with him, so he sulks amongst the plague victims and those suffering from leprosy.”

“Lilith, you promised.”

“Shemhazi thinks you should commune with El-Ohmin or the Sophia for permission first.”

“You know it will take years before I ascend to priestess,” I said, anger coloring my words hot and harsh. “And only the priestesses can access such a conversation with the gods.”

Lilith plucked at my shawl, traced the curve of my breast, and refused to meet my eyes. “Perhaps Ishtahar can ask in your stead.”

I pushed her hands away, and she took the hint. She eased off me, leaning against the table, still close enough to touch. The whole point of being in this relationship was to avoid going through Ishtahar, to access the angel of death behind closed curtains without the priestess knowing or making it so official I needed public consent. The priestess had become uneasy of my interest in resurrection, my persistence to acquire knowledge of death, thought it macabre. But they didn’t understand, these women and men safe in their pyramids and castles, they didn’t know death. They didn’t understand the consuming fear of non-existence, to be sacrificed for something you did not do, to have your thoughts, and very self, erased.

“She won’t know my questions,” I said. “She won’t understand how to ask them properly. It’s not just in the answers, but how the answers are said.”

Lilith rubbed her forehead and looked to the ceiling as if asking for help. “You and your horned one.”

Shame colored my cheeks. I knew she’d do this. I knew she’d use my vulnerabilities and what little of my past she knew against me. “I know what I saw.”

Her fingers flicked through the papyrus until they found the crude drawing I’d made of a horned child holding a snake in one hand and a torque in another. The white god I’d seen as a child. The one that made monsters learn to dance. “Azriel looks nothing like this, nothing of what you described to me.”

“Then who else could it be?” I demanded. “Who else could I have seen? You don’t understand, Lilith. You can never understand the fear. Death is coming for all of us. The knowledge that one day you’ll be nothing, that you’ll never think or feel again, that you won’t even exist.”

“What point does it make to dwell on it then?” Lilith asked, exasperated with this well-trod argument. “Why not exist in the moment, make the time you have count?”

“Some study trees. Other studies the heavens. I find myself aligned in the scholarship of the afterlife.”

“You are good, Erigenia.” Lilith cupped my face in her hands, holding my jaw like I was something beloved. “Because of your soft heart and worthy pursuits, you’ll be planted as a rose in Adonai’s garden, a beautiful soul for His pleasure.”

“But what about the others?” I demanded as she tried to shush my questions. “The whores? The beggars? The thieves?”

“There’s nothing like that here. This is a good place where people are cared for. Why do you worry about…what-if people?”

I wanted to scream. “Why can’t you talk to Adonai for me, then? You understand what I want. The answers I seek. You love me and I’d trust no one else.”

“I’m out of favor with them,” she said, regret heavy in her voice. Her fingers eased into my hair, stroking the loose strands. “I did not mate with the first humans as I was instructed to and am being punished for my disobedience.”

“Is being with me such a punishment?”

A sigh. “You know it’s not.”

“Tell me the death theories for angels, then, since you’re so difficult.”

She stiffened with annoyance, but I slowly brought her back in the circle of my arms. For all her wealth of knowledge, Lilith remained a creature of secrets, hoarding them like pearls in her center, forcing me to crack her shell with coquetry and lick my way past the soft meat of her with sex and affection. “We don’t have any,” she said finally. “Angels don’t die, not like the creations of clay. We were made of fire and starlight. Death is a relatively new concept.”

“Where will I go when I am gone from you? Won’t you miss me?” I whispered. There. She was caught in my net again, pulled to shore as if she didn’t know I had hooks deep inside her.

Her face softened. “I’ll keep your soul in my feathers. You’ll never be lost. You don’t have to be scared. We have so many years left to us.” She ran her hands down my throat, leaned into me for a gentle kiss. As her tongue moved against mine, I thought of cutting the tendons of her wings. I was not a bauble, my soul not a spring bulb to be tended to, its petals crooned over.

I had magic she could never dream of. She’d be better spent clipped, hooded like a hawk, her hands bound with jesses. These wingbacks and their privilege of immortality…it made me sick. It’s why I breathed in the initiation smoke to begin my pathway to priestess, made vows in the name of the father, Adonai, and the mother, Wisdom Sophia. I learned their magic of melted metals, atoms, and colliding masses and wove it into my power of soil and labyrinths.

I was more than they were, better than them. I would understand death, conquer it. It had a face, a power, and I’d make it mine.

The desert sun beat hot against my skin, stinging the nape of my neck as I finished the final line of my summoning labyrinth. I shaded my eyes to look up at the sky, painted a blinding blue, and took a deep breath. All of my supplies had dwindled down to one bladder of warm water. My lips cracked as I grinned, imagining what Lilith would do this time. Before, when I’d disappeared, she’d been overly concerned, keeping me always in sight. Now, she might simply leave me. Which might be for the best. There was nothing much else to gain from her or each other. Again, as before, I had to do everything myself.

I walked the labyrinth, careful not to disturb the precisely drawn lines. In the middle, a hog-tied woman writhed. She’d followed me out of the temple the night before, kissed me hard in a back alley, a sudden solution to a problem I’d been mulling over since I realized I’d need to go about speaking with the angel of death in my own way. Knocking her out had been difficult, dragging her into the desert unnoticed even more so, but big questions required bigger sacrifices.

Soft heart. I scoffed. Lilith didn't know me at all. 

The sand burned my feet as I reached the labyrinth’s center. I sat cross-legged next to the woman, drank a mouthful of water, and then pulled out a knife. I thumbed the sharp blade. The woman moaned weakly, and tossed her head beneath the burlap hood. I slit her throat with steady pressure and calm conviction. Her blood spilled into the lines like filling troughs.

“I wish to speak with the angel who bargained for a piece of you,” I said to the earth. “I want to speak with the angel who started all of this. The angel who took from you to make us. Because of him, us witches sacrifice to you to make up for what has been taken. Can you bring me to him?”

The earth rolled anxiously. I sunk my fingers into the hot sand, eager to soothe. “He won’t take anything else from you,” I said. “I’d fight him if he tried.”

The earth shuddered in unease, tipping towards the negative, but I’d always been good, our covenant held and proven true. There were many things I would betray in my life. This was not one of them.

“When I was young, I saw what I thought might be a god,” I explained. “I think that this angel and god might be the same person. I understand what happens to our corporeal forms when we are returned to you”—and I tightened my hand in the sand, letting the grains run through my fingers, letting the earth know I was content with my body’s fate—”but where does the piece created by the Wisdom Sophia and Adonai go? What happens to my essence? I think he knows. I want to ask him.”

The earth settled, as if in thought. Then, the sacrifice’s blood—what hadn’t coagulated—surged through the labyrinth lines. The earth opened up like a sinkhole, the sacrifice accepted. The familiar chill of power crept in my veins, slipping out of my body to complete what piece of the labyrinth’s circuit the blood couldn’t reach. I closed my eyes, my head tipping back as the power seeped from me as if I’d slit my wrists.

The earth wouldn’t take more than I could give. I had to focus on that truth. Soon, the brightness surrounding me disappeared into a layer of darkness. The flutter of wings filled the blackness and surrounded me, compounded by a cacophony of a hundred voices all whispering at once.

I blinked my eyes open. The desert had faded, and I huddled in a bubble of night sky shot through with swirling stars. The cosmos left me dizzy. There was no ground, no horizon line, nothing except for an angel in front of me who was hunched over a clay tablet. I stood, and somehow, I could walk on these clouds. I approached him carefully. Voices rose and fell, from murmurs to shouts, in an ocean wave. This was what I’d worked so hard for: to meet the pale rider from my youth.

Yet, disappointment gutted me. This angel didn’t look like the child-god I’d seen so long ago. Still, appearances could be deceiving, and the time had been long. “Azriel?” I asked quietly.

The angel’s head shot up, skeletal fingers curving around the clay tablet’s edges in protection. I could make out the display of his face—all frowns and creased smiles, the slight liquid sheen to his eyes—but trying to look at him straight on made me feel like he held the universe, ready to sweep it out from underneath me. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“My name is Erigenia,” I said, and Azriel scanned his tablet, as if checking a list. I eased closer and saw names upon names inscribed on its surface. He paused, erased a name with his finger, and continued to scan. “Here you are,” he said proudly and then frowned. “You haven’t been annulled, though.”

“Is this a list of everyone alive?” An overwhelming void rose up from the pit of my heart. My mortality spelled out in front of me like a piece of produce on a merchant cart: one among many, insignificant and small, lost in a sea of others. Picked up, examined for freshness, and discarded because of a bruise.

“Except for this one,” Azriel said, his thumb sliding over a name. Above me, a galaxy winked out of existence, leaving a black splotch in the sky. “And this one.” Again, his finger erased another name. A second galaxy disappeared. “But this one is alive,” he said and wrote a new name in the blank space. A swirl of light took up in the pitch-dark space, a spiral of white stardust. “The existence of the name is of utmost importance,” he tutted. “Once the name is forgotten, the soul is gone. I’m still figuring out where.”

“Shouldn’t you have wings?” I asked. My mouth had dried up, nausea clenched at my insides. I needed something to hold onto, a point of conversation that wouldn’t have me analyzing the short thread of my existence pitted against the long line of my future non-existence.

“Of course,” Azriel said, a too-perfect frown line appearing between his brows. A certainty hit me: that I looked upon a construct, a hallucination for my benefit, that the actual form of the angel was something big, dark, uncanny, and horrifying. “We’re inside them,” he finished.

The sound of quivering wings, of thunder. My breath caught in my throat. As I looked up, I saw all the galaxies pulsate with a single beat. These cosmoses weren’t solar systems, they were the irises of a thousand—no, a million—eyes.

“Oh,” I whimpered, falling to my knees. “Oh.” The confines of my sanity began to spin. I couldn’t comprehend this and tried to stop the inevitable hysterical terror from percolating further into every facet of myself.

I reached out, grabbed his arm or whatever he’d constructed for an arm: a huge rotating ring perhaps, a long hawk-like winged bone perhaps, stop thinking about what it could be, Erigenia—and he shrank back as if unused to being touched. “Tell me…” I trailed off as the voices around me rose in pitch. “Tell me how a name can never be forgotten?”

Azriel gave me a small smile. “Energy doesn’t die. It gets recycled. But the personality tied to it lives within the name. Thus, once a name is forgotten, so is the personality. Then, the energy becomes a blank slate for a new personality. A new birth.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I said.

He patted my back. “You’re not dead, so I can understand how this is confusing for you. I’m not sure how you even found me. No one wants to talk to me, not anymore.”

“If the name is remembered forever, then the personality lives forever?” I asked, brushing aside his sudden need for companionship, the names of the tablet blurring in my vision. He wiped his thumb across another name. Another galaxy disappeared above me. I closed my eyes, dug my nails into my hands, and sought to center my mortality in the vastness of immortality. He’s only a being of fire and starlight. He’s still a creation. Just different than me.

“In theory, I suppose,” he mused. “But all the people that would remember you and your personality tied to it—not just an empty name—would pass with time. Names can only survive so many generations before they fade.”

“What about immortals?” I asked, thinking of Lilith. “If I told you my name and we became friends, could you remember me forever and my personality would never die?”

At his silence, I opened my eyes. “Perhaps,” he drew out, “but how long would the immortal remember you—the real you—before you fade with the passing time? This immortal would almost have to be suspended in time, thinking of you always, preserving your name out loud and in writing constantly to fight against the onslaught of forgetting. And even then, if they forgot for even a moment who you were, you might end up sharing your life with the new life inhabiting your energy.”

“What about the souls in Adonai’s gardens? In His heavens?”

“Bulbs need to be dug up to make room for new roses.” He smiled, looking unhinged. Overworked. Scattered. “Maybe then, you become part of the soil, to make the flowers bloom.”

“But the me is still gone.”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t angels die?” I demanded. “Why don’t your souls pass away?”

“Do angels have souls?” he asked, warming to the conversation, turning so we sat knee-to-knee. “The stipulations of the children of clay was that the body must return to it. The earth of them must be ingested back to whence they came. The breath and blood of the father and mother has nowhere else to go but into another vessel. Your people were created out of stolen pieces. Us angels are made from one source only. I think if Adonai were to snap us out of existence, we would nurture no garden with our bodies. Our personalities would be absorbed into nothing.”

“Everything dies,” I whispered.

“Everything dies,” he agreed and then continued in a soft voice, “this is nice. I haven’t talked with anyone in a long time. Even Adonai shrinks away from me. Even my friends.”

His hands covered mine. Skeletal, glowing. Panic wrapped around my bones, but I tapped into my unyielding desire to know. I looked into his face: a tri-cornered visage of pus and bone and decay. The scream trapped in my lungs, even as the image suddenly disappeared.

“Sorry,” he said. “I slip sometimes. Your minds are so fragile. Contained with the ambition and desire of the celestial, but still enclosed in a box of earth.” He tapped my forehead.

“How did you manage to steal a piece of the earth?” If I could focus on my questions, I would survive this. I would emerge back into the four corners of my familiar body, shake this experience off, and never think of it in detail again.

Azriel faltered, suddenly maudlin. “I made promises. I showed the earth what it would be like to have hands and feet.” His skeletal hand touched his lips as if remembering. “I kissed it, spoke of sky gods in its ear. It wanted one, a body made of divinity to join the chemicals and organics of its soil. It wanted mine. I promised it another.”

“The earth wanted to kill you and absorb you. So, you promised to give the earth a god?”

“The body of a god.”

“But no such thing exists,” I said. “What gods have bodies like yours and mine?”

Azriel sighed as if defeated. “I thought one could be created. Like us beings of fire. Create a throwaway body, sacrifice it to the earth, and the promise would be kept. I wanted to prove my worth. I couldn’t let Adonai down, not after what happened to Rahab.”

“But Adonai and Sophia did not agree.”

He looked frantic. “They didn’t let me explain. They took the earth and told me to leave. They said I had rot in my feathers, my skin crawled with fungi. When the first human woke, I had new eyes in my wings, new voices in my ear. Adonai said I had to shuffle the souls, that it was my duty now. Punished for my success and, even then, they still refused to listen,” he scoffed. “Shuffle souls. What does that even mean? Wait, do you know?”

“You shouldn’t break promises with the earth,” I whispered.

“I didn’t mean to.” He held my hands so tight they ached. “The earth hates me now. I tried to offer my blood and flesh, but it won’t take anything less than what its owed. I can’t set foot on ground without feeling its wrath. Walking feels like stepping on knives—”

“What if I helped you?” I asked, searching for cracks, edges to dig into and expose.

“Would you?” He looked grateful and the sides of his face blurred again, showing me glimpses of eternity and insanity-inducing brightness.

“Only if you tell me if you’ve ever taken the spirits of the nephilim.” I already knew, didn’t I, but I had to ask. “Have you ever shown them how to dance?”

“Am I supposed to do that?” Azriel sounded alarmed. “Am I responsible for animal souls, too? The trees? Collapsing stars?” The voices around me rose into a high dissonance of hysteria.

“I don’t know,” I said, trying to keep focused. “Maybe there are other death gods? Gatekeepers, perhaps?”

“Are there? I’ve never met any. I’m so new at this. All I see is pain and misery. No one laughs or dances for me.”

I reached up, cupped his chin in my hand, forced myself to study the blurring faces and search for that familiar one from my past. My mind screamed in agony, swollen with the bruises this horror inflicted on me. As insanity began to rattle the cages of my constitution, I looked and looked for that familiar face, that innocent smile. And found nothing.

“I’m done here,” I said to the earth. The world around me shifted, as if a tendril wound around my cells, ready to tug me away. Whatever I had seen out on the bog was nothing affiliated with Adonai, or Sophia, or angels. It was something else; a different unknown facet that belonged only to me, just like the earth. Acknowledging that fact was both grounding and lonesome.

“Wait, where are you going?” Azriel asked. “You said you’d be my envoy to the earth. You said you’d help me.”

I paused. “What’s my name, Azriel?”

Panic bloomed on his face, a sudden realization that he’d made a mistake. “I don’t remember,” he whispered.

“Of course, you don’t. You wingbacks are all the same.” I stood, looked down on him. “I’m an ant to you. An insignificant speck of mortality to be wiped away and thought of as, philosophically, the meaning of fleeting life.”

“Tell me again,” he begged. “I’ll remember it this time. I promise.”

“You’ll remember my power,” I said, and the earth tugged as Azriel reached for me, his wings folding down on me, even as the earth pulled me from his embrace. My spirit slammed back into my body, alone in the desert. Safe.

Sand vibrated under my cheeks, a rumbling loud enough to awaken me. Collapsed on my stomach, limbs sprawled apart, and owl-eyed. The wind had blown away the labyrinth, making the withered husk of the sacrifice look like a pointless murder. I winced as I tucked my arms against the safety of my chest. My skin had been burned a dark red. The world sloshed to the side as I lifted my head. The cracked skin of my lips lifted against the wet slide of my tongue, leaving an oil slick of blood and the taste of metal coating my mouth.

I closed my eyes, resting momentarily in the darkness, feeling the old wound of hope reopen. Infected with quiet failure this time, cushioned with the pus of loneliness. In this world of immortals and gods, of beings evolved from the primal spark of fire and clay, still—still!—answers remained nebulous. My existence slipped through my fingers with each passing day, and futility flavored everything I had done. And now? The fragile barrier of my consciousness shied away from the fact that Azriel’s careless treatment of my mortal mind meant he’d fractured my sanity, leaving spidering cracks through the glass that would only widen with time.

“Fucking wingbacks,” I whispered. Yellow sand stuck to my lips. What if this desert was nothing but the backside of a giant? Were we all animals making a living on the ignorance and ecosystem of other animals? Was the earth nothing but an animal in its own right, itching at this small ball of existence irritating its skin like a dog would bite at mites? My mind shuddered. Do not question the validity of your surroundings.

The vibration rumbled again, sending the sand dancing, and I plastered myself against the ground. I lifted my head up just enough to see a cluster of humans and wingbacks in the distance. They shoved a creature who was heads taller than them forward, pointing into the distance for it to go, go, never return.

A scoff tumbled out of my mouth. What had this nephilim really done to be cast out so? Had it been an unwanted pregnancy, the mother unable to terminate? Was the nephilim a child so destructive it was better for the collective to let it have what chance it could against nature? Had it driven its mother to insanity by bending her reality? Devoured all the food until the family starved?

The things these fire-immortals inflicted upon us poor clay-mortals.

The nephilim cried out, but stomped away, turning at intervals as if waiting to be urged back, taken back.

“I should kill you,” I whispered to it. “What a fine sacrifice you’d made, to pay my debts now or in the future.”

But the mothers of the borderlands flittered through my memory. The nephilim would be food, shelter, its bones the structure of homes, for whatever people survived beyond in the far-off hills. I would let it go, for the women of the west. Sometimes, I could share.


CHAPTER 15

Eos

“The audacity of your actions, the complete unwillingness to consider the consequences—”

“The consequence was that we won. How can that be anything but a victory? I freed good men and women who fought for their country. If being pardoned for that is a capital offense—”

“It very well should be, Ciriacus! You can’t simply change our laws, the structure of our society, because you had a weakness of conscience!”

The argument pierced my mind, transforming into a violent headache. My hands clutched the arms of a chair, the velvet soft underneath my fingers, as the world my body inhabited rushed back to me in an overwhelming wave. Last I remembered, I’d been sunk deep in the long-ago past of Erigenia, at a time when she finally understood that once a body decays, no one would remember what name belonged to it. At some point, that name would be forgotten, and any associated spirit or soul would be wiped clean as well.

Reincarnation had been the foundation of my youth, part of my upbringing. Understanding that I would be mixed within the rebirth of others did not hold the same horrific weight as it did for Erigenia. The thought that she might be erased and forgotten, the entire package of her personality rewritten, terrified her. This fear reverberated between us, still. To me, at least my energy could be the nutrients for another life that might do better than I ever could. Maybe, if I was lucky, I might pass on wisdom that would save others from lifelong hurt.

Funny, how the dead spirit feared non-existence. Funny, how the alive soul did not.

I could still taste the dry sand on my tongue, the metallic association of dehydration in the back of my throat, despite me never being in the desert. I took in a deep breath, remembered that my body had been on the battlefield healing the wounded.

Yet somehow, I found myself indoors, slumped in a small conversation room. Before me, Ciriacus, still in his bloodstained armor, stood toe to toe with his queen-mother. Ermessenda cradled the swell of her stomach, her face transformed with rage, as the two yelled over each other. Venetia kept vigil in the sliver of space between them, wary resignation in the tight line of her lips. The fight had already spiraled out of control, but it hadn’t de-evolved into something that Ciriacus and Ermessenda couldn’t come back from.

A soft touch fluttered at my wrist. I looked over to see Talleyrand seated beside me. He smiled in relief and said, “Welcome back. It does the heart good to see you awake again.”

“How did I get here?” I sat up fully in the chair, even as a wash of agony hammered in my skull. All this business of souls and spirits had left the poor vessel of my body to fend for itself and I paid for that privilege dearly. At least I could see colors again. I shook off the sticky residue of Erigenia’s past, latching onto the timeline of my life with an ease that was quickly becoming alarming.

“You fainted,” Talleyrand said softly, leaning close enough that his voice floated beneath the argument unfolding before us. “Ciriacus brought you here, against our better judgement to send you someplace quieter to recover. Overexertion, I believe?”

“Unfortunately,” I said with a grimace. “My…magic requires immense power and concentration.”

Magic. What a term. But what would sound better? A mutt with a bloodline hailing from both the creations of fire and clay? A generational, insanity-inducing curse?

“Either way, I thank Isis for it,” he said, and I noticed yellowed bruises along his temple, open cuts on his neck, the grime of dried blood and mud flaking from his beard, the damage to his hands. His attention diverged to the arguing royals with a frown. I wondered how many times he’d witnessed something like this, a wallflower both accepted and shunned from the family.

“It was the right thing to do, aunt,” Venetia said, strength and calm in her tone. “This was our first battle and our actions will enforce the idea that those who fight can earn their freedom for past transgressions. The slaves will be more inclined to follow our soldiers and leaders if they believe they can walk free at the end of it. Standing up to those monsters is not for the weak of heart, but to face that kind of peril only then to be put back into servitude? Ciriacus should have gotten your approval, indeed, but we must not go back on this policy, now that it has been established.”

“This is not a policy,” Ermessenda hissed, her black hair falling out of its pinned twist. Her eyes glittered with fury. “What am I to tell those who gave their slaves for us to use willingly? The policy was that their property would be returned to them—workers who had been bought and paid for, who would serve their sentence as we have done since the time of my grandfather. And now, you have made me look the fool in front of my supporters!”

“You’re blind to the needs of your people,” Ciriacus said, his flush a matching red to his mother’s. “This is not a war for land or resources. This is a war of incomprehensible understanding. The nephilim want nothing, ask for nothing but destruction.”

“The nephilim.” Ermessenda stepped back, spreading her hands in disbelief. 

“How can you doubt me? The proof lies right before your eyes!”

“Simply because you've brought me monstrous corpses does not support a theory about new gods. It only proves that there are undiscovered creatures in a wide world, which is nothing new! Would you see a whale for the first time and proclaim it to be divine? Or is it simply a whale and you are the fool for believing it means more?”

Ciriacus' mouth quivered in shock. “Speaking the truth is not foolish. You may be queen, but you do not see or understand all. If there are undiscovered creatures, how can there not be undiscovered gods?”

“This drivel again? Is this what you’ve been prattling on to the slaves about?” She pulled out a thin scroll and waved it in front of Ciriacus’ face. “That’s what this piece of treason says! This pamphlet questioning my reign, my decisions, declaring that my son refuses to fight in Isis’ name, that his so-called new god will provide salvation.”

Ciriacus’ let out a deep sigh, but he did not rise to the bait. I’d seen that look before. I’d also bashed my head against the stone wall of his belief. Finally, Ciriacus responded, “You refer to a goddess, whom you are the voice of, who does not speak up? Who denies hope when it is needed?”

“Be very careful, Ciriacus, that you don’t make a martyr of yourself.”

“Another rift has been found,” Ciriacus said, looking coiled tight and ready to explode. “What will you do? Order us to hide behind the inner city’s walls? Wait for them to overwhelm us before attacking? Our plan works, but there must be some incentive to it. You need to bend, mother.”

“I shall do no such thing.”

“Then you will doom us all,” Ciriacus said and stormed out of the room. Ermessenda shouted his name, threw down the offensive scroll, and followed him. The door slammed behind them.

Venetia turned a pleading stare to Talleyrand. “Please go after them.”

“You think I can do anything at this point?” Talleyrand asked, but even so, he stood and excused himself.

“Is it true?” I asked, after Talleyrand had departed. “Another rift has been found?”

Venetia picked up the discarded scroll and flopped in Talleyrand’s vacated seat. “Yes. Not far from here, either. We decided, before everything got out of hand, that we would rest for a few days, gather our resources and strength, before attacking.” She paused, and then took my hand. “I want to apologize, for what I’ve said and done in the past. I was wrong that you weren’t essential. Our forces would’ve been devastated without you.”

“I didn’t save as many as I could have,” I admitted, thinking of Erigenia’s distractions, the rise of the black pyramid, the howl of jackals. “Did Captain Odino survive?”

“Yes, he did. A little worse for wear, but already strategizing how to better our tactics. The point I wanted to make is that those marked for death survived, instead. Well and whole. That’s the bottom line.” She squeezed my hand, as if willing me to accept her praise. “Other healers are saving those that haven’t passed through the veil, yet. Even so, we stand a fighting chance because of you.”

“And without you, handmaiden of Isis, we would still be attacking the same rifts.”

“I do women’s work,” Venetia chuckled. “Stitching quilts, stitching worlds.”

I joined her in her laughter, and it felt good: the hot roll of joy in my belly at her joke, the sudden, unexpected companionship. She held out the scroll for me to take. “Do you know anything about this? You have, well, if you’ll excuse my bluntness, baser connections than I do. We need to ensure this propaganda is in our favor. It bodes well that Ciriacus leads our endeavors and has cultivated this underground support, but it would be disastrous if these words spark a revolt.”

“With hard coin?” I asked, unraveling the scroll. The precise hand-written pamphlet described play-by-play reporting and immense speculation that Ermessenda would wish to keep under wraps. Some of it true. Some of it false.

“Ideally.”

“Would you do something for me in exchange? Something that will help me maintain my focus in the next battle?” I asked, re-rolling the thin, cheap papyrus.

“Of course. Anything.”

“Could you craft a…leash?” I paused, my hands fluttering to describe what I was looking for. “Or a flexible link? Something that could bind one energy source to another. A way to possibly bind my…self or power with another.”

“As in a way to share power?” Venetia cocked her head, suddenly interested.

I hummed in disagreement, trying to figure out a way to put my wants into words, words that wouldn’t make her ask more questions. “Not so much. More so something that I could use to dampen other distractions.”

She chewed her lip in thought. “I’ve never made something before. Not with my powers, at least. It might be a rough construction.”

“Anything would be a great help.”

She laughed, a kind of disbelieving exhale of breath. “It amazes me, how I never think of things like that. You see and think in a wholly different way than I ever would. I have this ability, gifted through my parentage, taught by my aunt, and I never thought to experiment with it. I only assume it can do whatever I’m told it can do. Can I create something? Bind and muffle powers? It never crossed my mind.”

“That’s what friends are for,” I said with a crooked smile, uncomfortable with the way she looked at me as if I were more than a citizen, but someone who could be relied on for advice.

“Yes,” she said, her smile broadening into something blinding. “I suppose we are.”

Weariness dogged my steps as I opened the door to my darkened home and pushed my way inside. It felt like centuries since I’d been encased in the familiarity of the place with the rug I’d chosen for its weave of colors, the blackened but seasoned kettle, my clean clothes folded and stored in chests and woven baskets. I lit a fire in the kitchen’s hearth and watched sparks catch and grow into an orange glow, chasing the shadows away.

I began to see it then, the careful show of living not my own: blankets in a pile like someone had slept there, the misplacement of my few dishes, a water pail for either drinking or cleaning. Uneasiness crawled over me. Before I had time to think, my arms were wrenched behind my back. I uttered a small scream as I was slammed into the wall. Pressure in my hair tilted my head back and the sharp edge of a blade sat against my throat.

“Who are you?” I gasped. “What do you want?”

I was turned around, again shoved roughly against the wall. Amber sunburst eyes caught mine. Hysteria paired with unnatural relief bubbled through me. “You, again?” I asked.

“Clay-girl.” The nephilim grinned at me, a scabbed cut on his lip splitting open. The firelight flickered over his face, his profile half-obscured by shadow and the curled waves of his red hair. A fresh bruise darkened one of his eyes. “Welcome home.”

“Have you been lurking here?” I demanded, my voice closer to a screech than I would’ve liked. “Living here?”

“Somewhat,” he said. “I needed refuge. Your homeland isn’t quite as nice as you made it out to be.”

I raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t lower the knife. “It must be if you can hold ladies at knifepoint while squatting in their homes.”

“Not just any lady. A great lady. The healer of the nephilim slayers. Talk is, you kill all monsters with your army. That you plan to eradicate all of us wingbacks.” His smile widened into a grimace, his eyes crinkling at the corners as if already in a slow manic slide. “I wonder what they’d say, if they found out you were descended from such monsters?”

A chill ran down my spine. It felt as if there wasn’t enough air between us for us both. “Yes, I fought and killed nephilim. More so, I healed our soldiers.”

“Slaves, too, I hear. Humans forced to fight.”

I swallowed hard. “Yes, slaves, too. But the rips have to be closed. The other angel-kind are too big for this realm. They’d destroy us if we didn’t defend ourselves.”

“Not on purpose,” the nephilim snarled and lifted me just enough to smack my back against the wall again. “We don’t destroy on purpose.”

“Maybe not,” I said, feeling the knife dig, the sting of a shallow cut, “but innocence isn’t an excuse for ignorance. Let’s talk. I won’t hurt you, if you won’t hurt me. Peace between us?”

The knife dipped, the pressure eased, and the nephilim stepped back. He looked exhausted, hunted. “For now, Lady Eos. Clay-child and angel-killer.”

“Just Eos, please. If you’d needed safe haven, all you had to do was ask.” I rubbed my neck, blood coating my fingers from the cut.

“When we first met, you were weak. It might have been different this time around.” He sat cross-legged before the fire as if taunting me to tell him to stop being so comfortable in my home, put the knife back in a sheath, and held his hands out to cup the warmth. I took my cloak off, spread it out to sit on. The scroll Venetia wished me to investigate had been crunched, and I smoothed the paper as best as I could. “How long have you been here?” I asked.

He shrugged, made a hiss of pain. It was strange, something I should have noticed immediately: his wings lay tucked tight against his back, laced down with a kind of corset that bound around the nephilim’s waist. I reached out, ran a hand down the wing’s soft membrane, watched as his wing-eyes opened in slits and then snapped closed as if in fear.

“Trying to blend in,” he said, answering my silent question. “Your people are wary of anything with wings. Could you, ah—” he paused, considering, “—perhaps undo the buckles in the back? I can’t reach it.”

“Of course,” I murmured and unbuckled the wide strap that connected all the other bindings. Little by little, we could show each other peace and trust. He groaned in relief as the contraption sagged around his torso. A couple of wing-eyes rolled open, crunched from the lacings. Other marks covered him: red lines from the corset, deeper bruises along his chest in the shape of fists, an edge of starvation in the lines of his small body. My fingers traced along his arm, and I let the ringing emptiness of his song echo through me, urging the interior bleeding to disappear, the cells to heal, leaving him fresh and new. Once, this kind of exertion would’ve sent me spinning into the dark nothingness of Madame Decay’s land, but now, it felt easy. She was contained within Ishtahar’s magic, making her a dead spot in me.

“Thank you,” the nephilim said softly, folding himself away from me. “You should save your strength, though. Madness cursed Sariel’s children. At some point, it will catch up with you.”

“Are you certain it hasn’t already?” I smiled, tapping the stretch of floor between us. “If you’re going to be staying with me, you might as well tell me your name.”

His lips parted, the pink tip of his tongue slotting against the back of his teeth, as if holding back the word. His knees fold up, and he rested his chin on them. “No one’s asked me my name since I was young.” The long line of his throat stood out as he swallowed hard, as if yearning to say it, yet always knowing better.

Had he been alone for so long? “You know mine. It’s only fair,” I pointed out.

“My angel-father used to call me something different than my mother,” he continued in a soft voice. “A fire-name and a clay-name.”

A game, perhaps? Wanting me to choose what I saw him as? “Which do you prefer?” I asked, instead. Such long lives, these hybrids had. How wonderful it would have been to consult him when I was digging through old translations for Enoch! Firsthand accounts were locked in his mind, old memories of when angels and humans loved and lost.

I thought on the other nephilim slain by Ciriacus and Venetia, and the kinds of stories they could tell. Were they first generation? Or mutated offspring from couplings of humans and angels or even unknown monsters over time? I looked at my nephilim guest in a whole new light. He was valuable, rare, and so small curled next to my fire.

“A mother’s name is meant for the home,” he said quietly. “A safe name. Isra.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said, and a hushed silence fell between us. He refused to look at me and studied the fire, as if shy. I picked up a cup sitting next to the linens crumpled on the floor, half-filled with tepid water. “I’ve had a long day, Isra. It looks like you have, too. We’ll need something stronger than this.” I stood and retrieved a jug of stored wine. Setting two small cups down between us, I popped the cork.

Isra’s nose scrunched up. His wings fluttered, the eyes widening in curiosity. Clearly, those wing-eyes had no sense of masking their emotion, unlike the suspicion in his amber sunburst ones. He shuffled closer and sniffed the jug’s rim. “What’s that?”

“Wine,” I said, pouring the cheap red. “Do they not have wine where you come from?” It struck me too late that perhaps I’d taken the trade-good flavoring of Ilihannon for granted.

His head cocked to the side as I handed him the cup. “There’s not much of anything where I come from. I never stayed in one place long.”

I clinked our cups together and drank, hiding a smile as he copied me. I felt like I’d quested into the interior of his personality, and discovered a soft, quiet soul hiding beneath the harsh mask he wore. “Tell me then, how you survived. My own nephilim origins are a complete mystery.”

I winced. It came out more of a command than the conversation-starter I’d intended it to be.

“Not all the Grigori obeyed Adonai’s orders. Some of the clay-mothers were smarter than the fire-fathers,” Isra said, studying the inside of his cup. “Is it supposed to taste so sharp?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I’m not picky with my vintages and neither is my purse.”

“Do you really not know your history? Your mother never told you your past?”

Now it was my turn to look at the fire. Did my mother know our ancestry? Did Chavalerio? What began as a detached question suddenly had heart and meaning. The realization snuck up on me like the buzzing of alcohol in my veins: the nephilim were my people. I had more in common with Isra than I did with Ciriacus. With Enoch, even. “I don’t think my parents even knew,” I said. “I’m not old, like you. I’ve only lived over some-odd twenty years.”

All of his eyes widened in surprise. “So young,” he mused. “Is Eos your fire-father’s name for you?”

“I only have the one,” I said. “Actually, my father didn’t care to name me. He didn’t even know I existed until I was a toddler.”

“I wonder how you came to be in this realm, then,” he said, finishing his drink. I refilled his cup. “How your family managed to keep hidden. Although, perhaps you’ve become so diluted over time that it became easy.”

“More questions than I have answers for.” I laughed.

“I didn’t see Sariel murder his children,” Isra continued. A fine trembling began in his hands and worked up his arms. “Or at least, their final death. When my mother got word of the angels’ intended genocide, she rushed me and my brothers home. In the streets, I saw Sariel slit one of their throats. They healed it, of course. Making him have to try again, different ways.” His wings eased around him, almost like a cocoon. “My mother opened a rip in that realm, much like the holes here. She shuffled me through, but my father found us too quickly. They fought. Before he killed her, she managed to close the rip behind me.”

“Her powers weren’t angelic in nature?”

“She was a priestess of the Wisdom Sophia.”

“What’s that?”

Isra looked confused. “Adonai’s counterpart. The celestial feminine of divinity. Your people idolize her.”

I snorted out a laugh. “Isis?”

“She has many names.”

“It figures,” I breathed out, shaking my head, feeling the gut punch of being proven wrong, yet again. “Figures that Ciriacus and Enoch would leave that detail out of their zealotry.”

“Your family?” Isra asked, holding out his cup for another fill.

“In a way,” I said, obliging him.

He began to look glassy-eyed. “Adonai learned his selected sect of angels had fallen in love with humans and gave them angelic teachings, created children”—he motioned between the two of us—”and ordered the fathers to slaughter their progeny and wives or husbands or risk losing His grace and love.”

“I know the story.”

“It’s not a story. It’s truth.” His voice trembled. He cleared his throat, reached out to take the scroll. “It still surprises me, how the angelic lessons have stuck to humanity despite every attempt to wipe them out.”

“Such as…?” I trailed off. The sliver of Erigenia’s life I’d seen took on new meaning: a lifetime of day-to-day hardships and superstition before the glory of a civilization ripe with art and magic. Things I took for granted. She’d lived within the same time as Isra, had been a priestess in her own right.

“Writing,” Isra whispered, unrolling the scroll, tracing his fingers along the edges. “Paper-making. Ink. I watched a young man channel his anger into these words that were sent out to the people beyond the stone wall.”

“You know who wrote this?” I asked and felt a shiver of hope and fate go through me.

“Not who, but where.” He gave me a shy smile and pointed at his blackened eye. “Part of the reason I got this. Found myself too close to the underbelly of your fair city.”

“Could you take me there?”

He swallowed down his third cup and listed to the side. Wine stained his lower lip a gentle red. “Why? You have shelter, food, this wine. Why leave all that when you can be here, safe?”

I took the scroll from him, reading the all-too-true theories that the prince preached salvation to the slaves, but only if they severed themselves from Isis. That a religious coup was in the making, exacerbated by the portals that the queen refused to fight. Why should the people decide the fate of the gods when they had so little to begin with and the royals so much?

I had to agree. Why work so hard? I was bound to no cause. No particular religion sparked my soul. But it was the people that tugged at my heart: those dying on the battlefield as fodder, for Ciriacus—a man I still felt the inkling ties of a mishmash family now gone—for Venetia, a woman with a rare quality that spoke to what royalty should be. And now to this nephilim-refugee, seemingly alone since the beginning of time, his eyes soft with drink, the tension of his body finally loosening.

“How can I not do something, when I can do so much?” I whispered.

It had nothing to do with reason and everything to do with the tangled mess of hurt and the leftover teachings that evil had been released into the world, that there was a pit of punishment, and good deeds could be translated into redemption. That maybe, it wasn’t fair to have to live with that kind of damnation in this world and the next.

I had to make up for what I’d done, to repent: giving Rahab a piece of my existence, for doing enough wrong that Enoch had abandoned me, to make up for Ciriacus’ hate. For murdering a good woman and friend. “I want to use Sariel’s powers for good. To, if not erase, then ease the evil that’s been done to others to destroy it. I’ve done so many terrible things in the name of power and gods and love. It’s about time I did something right with it.”

Isra scooted closer, his wings covering us both. His boozy breath breezed across my cheek as he clinked his cup to mine. “That’s a better reason than most have. From what I’ve seen, you’re mostly good, Eos. That makes you human.”

I smiled. I felt the decisions of my years harden like discs, those creation-bones of my soul’s spine. But I accepted the compliment. After all, the jug was near empty, and I too felt loose-limbed and soft. “Thank you.”

“For all your angelic lessons and teachings, you didn’t think to sleep in the bed?” I plopped down, stretching out and yanking the sheets up over me. “So much better than the floor. Trust me.”

“I do,” Isra said with a timid smile, his hands clasped in front of him, as if afraid to touch anything.

I let out a loud bark of a laugh and patted the empty space next to me. He crawled in slowly, and curled up on his side, stiff as a board. My head spun with wine, exhaustion lay like stones sewn into the pockets of my skin. “Tomorrow,” I yawned, “we’ll find that writer. Have a chat. Bribe him good.”

“And then what?” he asked.

“Then we buy more wine,” I said and turned so we lay face-to-face, my hair caught under me and tugging. I could hear what he wanted to say by the tightness of his tone, his rigid caution. I let out a sigh of resignation and said, “I can’t promise that I won’t fight the nephilim in the next battle, but that’s a fight that won’t come between you and me, if you’re in agreement. You can stay if you want to. We can share this house. You saved me from Rahab before. Let me return the favor and help you.”

“Everyone fights.” Isra’s bright eyes flickered between me and his clenched hands. He sounded dazed, as if this normal conversation we were having seemed a bit too absurd for him.

I tried to smother a surprised laugh. “I suppose everyone does, don’t they? I’m not that bad, I swear. I might get a little grumpy in the mornings.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve had to live with someone.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Then we’ll say it’s for now.”

“For now,” he agreed, and his wing extended over me, a soft shadow keeping out the oncoming dawn.

And if later, his moans of distress woke me from a deep sleep, and he curled into a tight ball in the center of the bed, I didn’t mention it. Not then, not in the morning. Instead, I brushed back his bright hair from his sweaty forehead, bringing him into my arms. He fought me, pushing me away like a small child would.

“It’s a bad dream,” I whispered, remembering the soft ache of my nightmares alone after Enoch had left, when comfort seemed so far away, when the dreams had to work themselves out. He whimpered, deeply under, and his hand found my wrist, wrapped around it like a shackle. I hummed nonsense into the crown of his head, one my own mother, now long gone, had sung to me when I couldn’t sleep. He calmed, whispered something in a language I couldn’t understand, and whatever haunted him passed.


CHAPTER 16

Eos

The sun foretold a gorgeous dusk as Isra led me down what remained of a business district near the boardwalk. Once a bustling congregation of artisans and sailors where fisherman could sling their catch from sea to table, now only the crumbled remains of homes and a splintered dock remained. All outside the queen’s stone wall of inner Ilihannon of course. All at the mercy of whatever creatures the next rip would spit out.

“I tried to find shelter here,” Isra said, hesitating at the mouth of an alleyway. “A craftsman made the binder for me, but once he had it on me, his friends attacked me. I hid in the writer’s workshop, but not for long.”

He’d insisted on putting the contraption back on him before we left. He had grimaced as I laced his wings down. Fine bruises traced where there were red lines yesterday, and yet he still demanded that I buckle it tighter. His wing-eyes had teared up, and I stroked their tightly shut eyelids, as if to apologize for tying the corset tighter. A bulky cloak over him then, to hide any inkling of what he might be.

Our conversation from the night before lingered in my headache-ridden mind: I’d been spared the gift of flight. At some point, wings disappeared from the shoulders of Sariel’s progeny. Yet, if it weren’t for my nephilim bloodline, I wondered if I’d even have survived the soul-split with Erigenia, not to mention the following one after Rahab transformed a piece of me into a melusine. I rubbed the fat pearl on my finger until it shone, safely encased in its setting and felt a protective stab race through me over it.

“I have my knives, should it come to blows,” I whispered back. I was dressed plainly, yet still richly enough to have some kind of gravitas, if the occasion called for it. Hopefully, my fashion choice wouldn’t end with my throat slit and my pockets robbed.

Isra nodded in agreement and led me down the alleyway, which soon split into a web of streets. From within the hovels, faces peeked out at me from around corners or through open windows: children full of curiosity, mothers furious at their robbed peace, fathers desperate to make a living. We passed a cluster of people crouched before a cookfire, with what looked like sewage being boiled down in a pot. The pale oil on top was siphoned off and poured into bottles.

“What did the writer say, when you’d discovered him?” I asked Isra, sticking close to his side.

Isra shrugged and pushed open a door that revealed a set of stairs leading down into a basement. “Nothing of consequence. But he did shove a scroll in my hands before I ran, told me to spread the word. I threw it away.”

Together, we descended into the basement and followed a dark hallway that soon opened up into a long, wide room. It looked like a butcher’s shop, perhaps a place to prepare choice cuts. The smell of fresh ink saturated the air, combined with the musty scent of paper. Women and children sat at a long bench, each bent over a scroll, their brushes dipping into a shared ink pot as they meticulously copied what could only be the next pamphlet. I wondered how much they were paid to write the leaflets, or if they were paid at all. A yellow-haired man bent to answer a question.

“There he is,” Isra said. “Be careful.”

I approached the man slowly, my purse full of coins for bribery.

The writer straightened with a growling order of, “I need more ink,” and oh, such familiarity! My past tugged at my memory, and I froze in place, torn between the slow slide of time, panicking with the sudden urge to turn and flee.

“Eos?” Isra asked from behind me, touching my arm in concern.

“Tarragon,” I whispered.

The man turned, fixed me with cornflower blue eyes. “Sweet Isis,” he breathed. “Eos?” His ink-stained hands reached out, entwined with mine as if he didn’t share my hesitancy. I nodded, fresh tears running down my cheeks, as he enfolded me in his arms. My hands crept up against his shoulder blades in an old action, and once I would’ve thought of them as his wings.

“What happened to you?” he asked, pulling back to stare into my face.

“Me? What are you doing here?” I laughed loudly and wiped at my tears. “Shouldn’t you be in some popular court, spouting nonsense to kings?”

Beside me, Isra frowned and leaned closer, his fingers tightening on my sleeve.

Tarragon grinned and it was the same smile coloring my past, if perhaps more crooked, his dimples that much deeper. “My old master passed away during the final legs of our journey. I was caught between political tensions in a foreign country I had no control over. By the time I escaped and arrived back home, I found Ilihannon and the Bordeaux House completely changed. Your mother had disappeared. One of the women renting your old room barely recalled your name, said you’d been sold, but didn’t know to who. Sold. Any records were lost.”

I glanced around, realizing the glide of brush-writing had ceased, to see the children and women watching our reunion unfold with interest. I leaned closer to Tarragon, stunned that my past had been revealed so quickly to so many unknown people and I had done nothing to stop it. “Do you have a place we could talk in private?”

“Of course.” Tarragon motioned me into another room, quirked an eyebrow as Isra made to follow. “With your guard? Never thought you’d be the type to need protection, Eos.”

“Our strengths lie in different places,” Isra snarled and pushed past Tarragon into the room, folding his arms and standing beside me. His amber eyes flickered around the room, as if the enclosed space made him nervous.

Tarragon closed the door. The rush of reconnection faded in the face of duty and I held up the scroll Venetia had given me. “Tarragon, this is far from the likes of poetry. Are you responsible for this?”

Pride radiated from Tarragon. “Composition, production, and distribution. Our whole world has imploded. We’re surrounded by monsters and political upheaval that’s being strangled for the sake of peace and tranquility.”

“Innocence does not justify ignorance,” Isra said under his breath. I shot him an irritated look.

“Exactly,” Tarragon said in agreement, pointing to Isra. “This invasion of an alien world changes everything we’ve ever known. About our existence, about how we perceive the world, even the very construction of our society. The queen tucks herself away in her castle while the rest of us are forced to fight and survive. The prince leverages his religious teachings in lieu of freedom. Have we not thought of communicating with the creatures? Seeing what they want? Investigate the worlds below with an explorer’s mind instead of a defensive one? The people must be informed to make decisions of the fate of this city, our whole country.”

“It’s not just that,” I said. “The pamphlet has come to the attention of the royal family. They have resources and power you couldn’t imagine. Tarragon, you need to be careful.” I held up the bag of coins. “Take this. Continue spreading your message, but keep it more contained.”

His exuberance eroded into one of age and worry. His mouth twisted in disbelief. “You can’t be serious. You, Eos, the girl who fought against the House’s dictations of who you should be? Who fought for her mother’s safety? You’re telling me to be safe? To uphold censorship?” He pushed the coin pouch away from him. “I won’t accept a bribe. I can handle whatever comes for me. I’ve encountered death in all its forms.”

“We both have,” I said, softy. A strange ache took up under my ribs. How he described me…I never, in all my days, would think of myself as such. “I only encourage you to refocus your efforts, instead of spreading Ciriacus’ religious scandals as a possibility for good. If you continue, you'll fan the spark that will cause a revolt.”

“Ciriacus?” Tarragon asked. “You call him by his first name?”

I shifted uneasily, the ache increasing with each breath. It was hard, thinking of Ciriacus as a prince and not the zealot I’d grown up with. “In a way,” I said, the words heavy in my mouth, as if they didn’t want to leave my tongue.

“Are you that high-ranking? Trained that well by the House in my absence or brainwashed by your owners to forget about freedom?” Disgust caused Tarragon’s eyes to narrow. He stepped closer, and touched the white linen of my dress, leaving fingerprints along the cloth. Isra stepped closer, so much smaller compared to Tarragon’s height. Tarragon laughed at him, something sharp and cruel. “You are, aren’t you?” he said to me. “I never would’ve imagined.”

“I’m not a whore, Tarragon. I didn’t sleep my way to the prince’s bed. I didn’t sleep my way to anyone’s bed. I came here with intent to understand this operation and impart my message. Now that I have, I’ve come to you with advice. With money. See it as using the crown’s funding against itself.”

“Who are you, then?” Tarragon asked, taking a step back. “You're certainly not the girl I once knew.”

An ancient feeling of unworthiness echoed inside me. The inadequacies I felt as a youth fought their way to the surface. I hadn’t noticed how I’d buried them, grown from them, but like weeds they slithered between the levels of my maturity, strangling me with old insecurities. I wanted to shake him, shout that I hadn’t changed. I was the girl he’d kissed goodbye. But that would destroy the foundation I’d crafted for myself: that I wouldn’t be the one to wait. I wouldn’t be like my mother, waiting for life to happen instead of forging it myself.

Where had it gotten me? A good friend killed in the name of power and jealousy. A father-figure who decided the best use for me would be as a sacrifice. A soul schism. I am trying to do good.

I took a deep breath, looked to Isra for strength. Worry marred his face, but his attention was diverted, as if he listened hard for something.

“I’m the healer of the queen’s army, Tarragon,” I said, meeting his blue eyes. “I’ve battled nephilim and closed rips. That’s who I am.”

Tarragon smiled tightly. “Would you like to contribute this interview to my next pamphlet? Tell your side of the story? Explain these powers that are tearing our world apart? Or perhaps you can justify the actions of the queen? Leaving half her people to rot outside of safety?”

I briefly closed my eyes, overwhelmed. “Take me seriously, Tarragon.”

“The truth is dangerous,” Tarragon said, steel in his tone. “I won’t stop spreading it. Even if the royal family has sent an old friend to dissuade me otherwise. I won’t be threatened. I will not stop.”

“I’m not asking you to stop,” I said, outraged. “I’m asking you to be careful. Spread our good deeds too, alongside the questionable.”

“Was it your idea, to use the slaves, then? I spent years evading the corruption spewing out of those with power. I wove my own lies, manipulated people who I thought loved me so I could get free. They spoke half-truths of generosity for the common good while striking petty bargains that led to petty wars. I won’t stand for it here, not in my home.”

“Eos,” Isra breathed, grabbing my arm. “I think—”

“That’s not fair, Tarragon. Don’t you see the danger I put myself in to protect Ilihannon? Where would we be without an army? Overrun with nephilim!” I shouted.

“The common thread in all this is that the truth is far too ugly for those with power. The truth matters. No matter how terrible. It’s the only thing everyone has the right to know. Maybe it’s time someone uncovers the truth about you.”

“You better know exactly who you’re threatening, Tarragon.” Something hot and feral ate through my heartstrings, unleashing a core of cold survivalism that, when pushed, could do unthinkable things. “You write my story and there won’t be anywhere in Ilihannon for you to hide. Take my money and my advice. Focus on Venetia. Just watch, she’ll be queen someday.”

Tarragon’s face had paled with shock when a rap on the door followed the face of a child, terror written in his wide eyes. “Someone’s coming,” he said.

“Scatter,” Tarragon told the child. “Distribute what you can. This place is burned.”

I heard the shuffle of armored boots above us, the stomp of spears hitting the ground.

The child disappeared. Beyond the open door, I glimpsed the hired writers frantically rolling papers, heard the clank of overturned ink pots, the soft thud of escaping feet as they funneled through a small opening in the wall opposite from where Isra and I had entered.

Tarragon rounded on me, fury replacing his shock. “Be careful, Eos? You’ve led the guards straight to our door. Kept me talking like a fool.”

“I didn’t know I was being followed.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Tarragon began shoving things inside a bag. He paused, and my breath caught, seeing the book I’d stolen so long ago and given to him as a farewell gift. Oils pockmarked the worn leather cover, the yellowed pages well-thumbed. Tarragon threw it in the bag. That, at least, was still worth saving.

I followed him out of the room, despite the glare he threw my way. “We need to escape, too.” I brushed his arm, pleading. “I can’t be found here.”

“Sounds like you’re involved in treason.” He shrugged off my touch. Together, we silently hurried down the new hallway and through a maze of interconnected buildings until we popped out into an alleyway. Tarragon pointed down a road, “If you go that way—”

“I recognize where I am,” I snarled at him.

“Library’s not that far,” Tarragon continued, and began walking in the opposite direction, looking over his shoulder to say, “Don’t get lost in your own city, Eos. Don’t come looking for me again, not in the name of safety. Not in the name of caution. Only in the name of truth.”

“Insufferable.” My hands clenched into fists. I wanted to thrash him. If my name turned up dirtied in one of his pamphlets, my past—or should I say, my truth—viciously laid out for others to amuse over, I wasn’t sure if I’d let him survive it.

Wasn’t it enough that I was protecting this city from being overwhelmed by nephilim? Wasn’t it enough that I used my angelic powers to save who I could? Or had I lost touch with my roots, the people that made industry and civilization thrive?

“Eos.” Isra nudged me. “Come away from him and this. Old wounds hurt. He’s not your fight.”

“He should be my fight, though.” I let out a shaky breath. “That should’ve gone better. I should’ve been better.”

“You’re not a god.” His hand covered my fist, eased our fingers together. “Let’s go home.”

As soon as I stepped inside my home, I let my cloak fall to the floor without ceremony. I stomped into the kitchen and slouched on a stool before the long table-bench. Sunbeams of the setting sun filtered through the windows. I turned away from it and folded my arms to cradle my head. Tarragon’s words continued to chase me long after he’d disappeared, the sweetness of our reunion shattered with terrible what-ifs. Even worse, the fear of being outed publicly sat as a stone in my stomach.

Soft movements puttered around me. I peeked out to see Isra boiling water and sniffing dusty jars of spices long forgotten in the pantry. “When I was young,” he began, laying out two cups and pouring hot water over the selected herbs, “my mother used to make this for me. I suppose it could be called an ancient recipe, now.”

His gentle smile wrapped around the heavy stones weighing me down like fishing twine, lifted them up just enough so I wouldn’t drown. “What’s in it?” I asked, grateful for the distraction.

“Little of this, little of that. Although, it might not be quite like I remember it.”

“Let me unbuckle your binding,” I said as he set the steaming cup before me. He turned obediently and I yanked on the buckles and ties, levering the thing off of him to free his wings.

His eyes crinkled in relief as the wings shook off the tightness. “You shouldn’t let that boy bother you,” Isra said, walking so he stood across from me, pulling out more jars of flour and sugar, inspecting their freshness. “He’s looking to save what’s valuable to him, but he values you, too.”

“He threatened to destroy me.” My lip curl in disgust. “Why do men do that? Even Ciriacus and Enoch threatened me to do what they wanted or else.”

“And who are these people to you?”

I bit my tongue, an excuse at the ready, but why? I could tell these things to Isra without challenging his ideas of existence and fate. He knew Adonai, the Grigori, Rahab. He could understand Enoch, maybe even Erigenia. A want sang within me, the desire to unlock the chest of my life and share my experiences with another, tell my story to a compassionate ear.

And so I did. I laid out my life, skirting around the deaths of Hannah and L’Essons—admitting I was a murderess out loud was something I couldn’t do—while sipping Isra’s spicy concoction that did, indeed, help calm my frustrations. He asked pointed questions as he laid out salt and flour, creating a dough that he kneaded with his palms, then cut out into small discs using a cup. By the time I got to Rahab and my melusine transformation, he baked the discs over the stoked cook fire in the hearth, watching the dough rise into golden buns. When I described leaving Erigenia in a cage, he laid the flaky pastries on a plate and eased into the stool beside me, tasting his creation.

“Ishtahar, she sounds familiar,” he said, his hands running over the cup’s smooth glaze, “but I was young. More concerned with playing games than remembering priestesses.”

I nibbled his baked gift, my heart full. Flour covered his knuckles, his bright hair tucked behind his ears. He looked good in my kitchen, puttering between domestic tasks, taking pleasure in things I never had much of a knack for. It reminded me of Mia and her nights of whisky and cookies, shared conversations peppered with laughter and advice. Warmth seeped through me, as if rediscovering long-forgotten trash and finding value in it.

“And this,” he said, taking my hand and pulling the ring-laden finger closer for inspection, “is completely new. I remember Rahab, or at least the prayers we uttered to him when taking water from the well. It can’t simply be only a pearl for decoration. Or even to proclaim a bond or symbol.”

“What would Tarragon make of that.” I laughed, leaning closer, finding a soft pleasure in the way his brows drew together in thought, the crumbled lick of dried dough on his cheek.

“His attention will be focused on the rips and the monsters coming through them.”

“But I’m to blame for the rips. I’m partly the cause of their creation.”

Isra rolled his eyes and let go of my hand. “Am I to blame for the destruction caused by every nephilim? Should I shoulder the responsibility of what they’ve done to your city?”

“Of course not,” I whispered, wishing he’d take my hand again.

But that had been the point of laying out my life for him, hadn’t it? Showing him what I’d lived through so he knew that I had to make up for what I’d done, to make up for all the things about me that had made people stop loving me. Simple, really. Childish. But so powerful.

It had everything to do with the tangled mess of hurt composed of Enoch’s leftover teachings: that evil had been released into the world, that there was a pit of punishment, a garden where good deeds which could be translated into redemption, and that maybe it wasn’t fair to have to live with that kind of damnation in this world and the next without feeling responsible for it.

“I’ve said it before,” Isra said. “You’re not a god.”

“You’re a god of the kitchen,” I said, the buttery pastries crumbling in my mouth. “These are quite good.”

“Another ancient recipe.” He smiled in quiet pleasure and stood to clear the table. “Eons might pass, but salt and flour remain the same, staples like air and water.”

I rose to my feet, and took the dishes from his hands, pulling him into a tight embrace. He stiffened, as if uncertain. “Thank you,” I whispered into the ledge of his shoulder. “Thank you for listening to me.”

Tentatively, his hands rested on my back. “Of course,” he murmured in surprise. “Anything you need.”


CHAPTER 17

Erigenia

Erigenia, Erigenia, Erigenia. Written over every inch of this cage.

I’d been captured and abandoned somewhere in the mist between life and death, between consciousness and unconsciousness. The letters acted as my guidepost after Eos disappeared, her stamina for maintaining her existence in this place destabilizing as she'd watched the play of my life—when life had been mine.

I missed being alive. As I traced the symbols of my name, I felt like I’d spent so much time fighting for it, ensuring I would have it long after my body was gone. Here, imprisoned and bored beyond measure, time meant nothing. The mist drifted by and lingered. No breeze moved it, no change of light indicated the passing of day or night. It simply was a place of holding.

I felt her before I saw her. Swirling toward me like a tornado of purpose, leaking light and vitality. Envy dangled like a broken string inside me. I uttered a relieved sigh and sat up. How I wanted that vivacity again!

Soon, Eos appeared before me. Blood coated her face in messy streaks, as if she’d wiped her cheeks with dirty hands. Black curls, wild and long, escaped their plait. Wide gray eyes highlighted with green. Rosy cheeks.

“Erigenia.”

As she said my name, her panic swept me up in her tornado’s path, leaving me weak and uprooted like a sapling. My heart sang for her. It always did. When I’d been rebirthed to find her supple with youth bleeding out in a hall, I wanted to hold her. The one maternal instinct I had. It wasn’t real. It was simply the link between us, a bond that reiterated to me that I belonged with her, that if I could be reeled back in, we’d be whole. She’d be complete.

“Back to mass healing again, I see.” I stood, kept a careful distance between us. I had to be mindful of that impulse to meld with her. “Not sure that counts as a special occasion.”

“They came for me.” She sounded outraged, appalled. Her hands found her hips as she paced in front of my cage. A bundle of flexible blue yarn tangled in her fingers, shrinking and growing around her wrists as she gestured wildly. “The jackals. I didn’t see the pyramid, but they attacked me.”

I saw it then: claw marks down her arms, eyetooth punctures against her collarbone. I shrugged, despite the jittery rush of madness on my tongue. Whether it was hers or mine, I couldn’t tell. Somehow in close proximity, she’d shucked the insanity of her actions onto me. “Healing is a sacrifice. I’m not there to take the brunt of it, not while I’m stuck in here,” I said with a shrug. Interesting though, that this cage had kept me safe from the dogs protecting the shadow. Maybe this experiment would show the titan of the dawn she needed to finally grow up. Show that she needed me. I’d take the shadow’s wrath in exchange for freedom.

“It’s never happened before,” she snarled and right on schedule, there was her pride paired with that doe-eyed look that got her mentors and lovers and broke through steel hearts. “They’ve never hunted me like that before. They always wanted you.”

“Seems like they can’t sense me. Not in here.” I slapped the bars like I might the shoulders of a good friend. “Since we’re, for all intents and purposes, somewhat of the same person, they must’ve gone after the next best thing. Ishtahar must’ve thought you’d bring me to her immediately after imprisoning me. Joke’s on her, it seems.”

Bright drops of crimson flushed high on Eos’ cheekbones. “Even after we won the battle and closed the rip they didn’t stop. I think I only escaped because I grabbed onto you and pulled myself to you.”

“They won’t stop for long.”

“This can’t continue. I can’t be the army’s healer if I can’t heal.”

I nearly laughed in her face. Oh, sweet girl needing validation, her self-worth all wrapped up in what she could do and produce. She’d do anything to keep it. Jumped into the ocean to keep Enoch, after all. What would she do to keep healing without consequences?

“Then free me. I’ll continue to take the burden of your healing, as I always have”—I pointed out when her full-lipped mouth opened in protest—”and you’ll help me find Ishtahar. Patch up those annoying holes in her pyramid. Make sure the only jackals hunting us are those belonging to our own shadow. Only way to keep us safe. Only way to keep you being useful.”

Her mouth clapped closed. “Won’t you still decay?”

“Yes,” I said, tilting my head up in thought, “but there is always more energy to eat. There are future reincarnations to devour.”

“Now that you’ve eaten all my grace.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Mm,” I mused and jutted my jaw out to indicate the yarn strung in a complicated cat’s cradle between her hands. “What’s that?”

It smelled familiar. Something an old priestess of the Wisdom Sophia would craft, those women who could thread power through the eye of any needle.

“This?” She came closer, a sly smile sliding across her face. “It’s a connection crafted by a friend. Something that will hold you to me. It will rebuild the links between us that you snapped.”

“You expect to leash me like a dog?” I demanded. Sometimes, I wanted to watch the jackals tear her apart. I couldn’t stop my mouth from curling into a grimace.

“It would keep us together when we’re looking for the pyramid,” she explained, as if she’d gotten used to her intentions being pointed out, rubbed in her face. “Ishtahar can’t see you in the cage, and that’s to our advantage, but how are we going to stay together if you’re eating future reincarnations of us and gallivanting off with your new power to fight her? You might leave me behind. Leave me insane. What if Ishtahar’s concocted some way to separate us? Keep us invisible from each other?”

Clever creature. I gripped the bars, feeling my name imprint on my sloughing skin.

“You can’t see her, can you?” Eos slunk closer to the infernal cage and held out the yarn as if waiting for me to take one end of it or put my whole arm through the middle. “That time, on the battlefield. You couldn’t see her, or her jackals. You need me to, how’d you say, patch up the holes in her pyramid.”

That made me skittish. “Sounds to me like you’re trying to bind me against my will. Sew me up in your soul. Make us one. You do that, I’ll make sure I’m rejected. Gangrene of the soul is what you’ll get.”

“I won’t.” She looked faintly green.

“You’ll be in charge of it. In charge of me. Maybe you’ll keep me tied up and let the jackals tear me apart at your discretion. That’s cruel, Eos. Never took you to be heartless. Although you did kill that girl…Hannah? Cold blood and all. Who knows what you’ll do to keep healing without repercussions?”

She blinked back a sudden wash of tears. “You can either be collared to me and free, or stay in that cage of yours.”

“I stay in this cage, I’m safe from jackals. Safe from you. You couldn't last one battle without me.” I stroked the bars, trying to make it seem like she was the one with the moral choice. Honestly, if I had to stay in this box, I’d lose my mind.

“We agree to find Ishtahar together,” Eos said slowly. “We stop her from hunting us. After, we’ll sever the bond, fix it so there’s no slave or master. You…eat energy to live and keep me from going mad. I can have a life I’ve always wanted. Can we at least agree to help each other, work with each other? We can be so much more if we trust each other.”

There they were, those pleading gray eyes at work again. “Terrifying, aren’t they,” I whispered. I’d had too many promises from too many people vowing collaboration, or white flags waved before knives in the back. “Rip you to shreds given the chance. They did to me, after Rahab pulled us apart. I saved you from that pain. Can’t imagine what you would’ve looked like if I wasn’t there to shield you.”

“Nor I,” Eos said. “I don’t want to find out. I still have some sense of self-preservation.”

She sounded sincere. How had that become the basis for my trust? Yet, there was nowhere else to go. She’d said it perfectly. Collared and free, or imprisoned and bored. The yarn was still held out to me, tangled and glowing, the offer the same. I sighed and slipped my hand into the middle of the tangled web.

Cold, like mucking through a muddy pond where tiny minnows slipped and slid against my skin. Then, the minnows elongated into sturgeon, then widened into tentacles that kissed my flesh until they stuck. It didn’t hurt, but I’d never seen magic of the Wisdom Sophia that did.

“Pull your hand out,” Eos said and I obeyed, the yarn stringing between us as a messy line.

“You better hope it doesn’t get caught on anything,” I growled.

“It won’t.” She opened the cage and paused, looked around at the unchanging scenery. “Sometimes I wonder if this world is part of the insanity.”

“No,” I said, stepping out, trading one prison for another. “This is very much reality.”

“What do we do now?” she asked as the empty cage condensed itself small enough for Eos to pick it up in her hand and tuck away into her pocket. “Find a map? Track the jackals?”

“Nothing of the kind,” I said and knelt in the mist, beginning to sketch out a labyrinth as the power-sink I’d need pulled at what remained of my body. My magic built the pyramid. My magic would find it again. All of this I remembered as I uncovered more of my past, as I separated Eos from Madame Decay, and Madame Decay from Erigenia. “It will take me time, to craft something this complicated to find her. To tether her location to this maze.”

“How long?” she asked.

“When is your next battle?” I shot back.

“Too soon.”

I shook my bound wrist at her. “Good. Next time, run from the jackals. Don’t let them get you. For my sake, let some of the soldiers be sacrifices. The insanity will funnel into me, and most likely, they’ll be able to find me. We’ll have to move fast to stay ahead of them. I’ll activate the labyrinth, sending us to her location before you disappear back into your body.”

“But then you’ll be with the jackals. You’ll be alone with her, blinded.”

“One step at a time,” I said, but Eos faded from sight, the bond indicating her shift away from this plane like a sudden lack of warmth. I felt a looseness in my lower jaw, felt the brittle tendons holding it snap and break, leaving the horseshoe bone hanging off one end. Alone, I continued to draw out the curved lines of the circle, remembering the splotches of non-existence with dread.


CHAPTER 18

Erigenia, Ankh

The nightmare woke me for a second time. I tensed into a ball, an unusual dread knotting my stomach. An infant dawn spread through my quarters, bathing Lilith who was sound asleep beside me in rays of soft pink and dusky blue. I sought comfort, an unusual act for me, curling closer to her. She mumbled a sleepy sound of delighted surprise but encircled me in her arms and let her wings drape over us both. I buried my face in her familiarity, chasing away the dream’s uneasiness. What about it had been so uncanny? I couldn’t remember anything but the anxiety of a promise secretly broken.

Could it be that Ishtahar’s recent vision, and subsequent miscarriage, had affected me more than I thought?

The first night the nightmare woke me, I’d gone directly to the earth. Questioning if it was irate with me, if any troubles could be imparted to me, but the earth remained steadfast in its devotion, same as ever. No, this nightmare did not come from the god I had pledged myself to.

“I’m going to go to the caves,” I mumbled into Lilith’s skin, even as I mentally ran through a list of possible sources to explain this ongoing sensation of doom. “To commune with the gods.”

I’d never been successful with the gods of the heavens. I’d spent hours laying on the altars of sand and hand-hewn wood with my eyes closed, choking on incense, unable to find calm and reach a holy space. It wasn’t unheard of for some priestesses to never connect with either Adonai or Wisdom Sophia, and I was no outsider because of it, but sometimes it filled me with odd betrayal. As if in denying my skills to my peers, I let them label me as ordinary when I could do extraordinary things. Just not in their way.

“That’s sweet,” Lilith murmured, placing a soft kiss against my mouth. Her hands entwined with mine. She fiddled with the ring she’d given me, a promise and question I had agreed to—surprising even myself. “To ask for their blessing?” As if the notion pleased her, as if my human antics entertained her.

I pulled back just enough to study her eyes the color of tropical water and plump leaves. She bit her lip to stop the indulgent smile curling her lips, and I realized she loved my sudden need of her more than anything else that I—a priestess of the Wisdom Sophia, handmaiden to Ishtahar, an expert in the mythos and study of death and the afterlife—could give. The dread transformed into a sudden ache against my ribs. I realized I’d never invoked prophecy to ask the earth if my life was in danger. “You would never do anything to hurt me, would you?” I asked her.

It was a child’s query, so lost and innocent it made me sick to ask it. Yet I couldn’t shake the fact that I rested in the arms of a powerful creature, an angel who had stuffed her fire-born essence into a human shell, who wanted to join our lives together, who could easily rip my clay-born body apart. In her arms, I felt so small.

Something crossed her face, too fast for me to follow. Her eyebrows furrowed and a blush rosied her cheeks. “Never,” she whispered, and the ache under my ribs became a stab of pain. “I love you. Remember when we met? Ishtahar introduced you as a new acolyte, but you were both awed and jaded by everything and everyone. I wanted to know the thoughts running through that brilliant mind.”

“I remember.” I traced the line of her jaw with my finger. She’d chosen such a small vessel, a slight woman with frizzy hair and that fucking telltale blush that could mean anything: arousal, shame, pleasure, or deceit. You always know more than you say.

“I do want their blessing,” I lied, smiling warmly as her eyes shone. “I’ll go early, before the initiates begin their training.”

“Kiss me first,” she whispered, capturing my mouth, slipping on top of me, her hand drifting downwards to stroke and fill me until I shuddered. “Take that with you,” she finished, laying a kiss on the blade of my hip. “For remembrance.”

Candles lit the caves of communion, illuminating the sandstone interior and the well-worn slabs created for the priestesses to lay, the alcoves draped with soft black gauze for privacy. I’d been to the caves many times, as both an acolyte learning the rituals of my chosen path and now, as an official priestess. While I’d never been gifted a vision from the gods, I could still sense the anxieties seeping into the stone. How many priestesses had visited in the following days, uneasy with the same gut instinct?

An acolyte smiled at me in the quiet hours before most woke, understanding without question my need, and lead me to one of the altars. I laid down with my hands at my sides, taking in a deep breath to try and find inner peace. An earthy smell drifted around the room. Curls of gray smoke floated around me. The acolyte uttered a chant. I usually took a nap at this point, but the sharp pain in my side, unending since I woke, increased with every breath. I canted my spine, desperate for it to ease, but it snaked throughout my body, coiling up until it wrapped around my mind. I opened my mouth to scream—

Saltwater splashed in my mouth, drenched my face. Rain pounded down from the sky above me. I gasped. The altar was gone. I stood in an empty street, my purple robes ripped, the dye dripping down my bare arms to swirl in the deluge. The kohl tracing my eyes melted and ran down my cheeks, leaving my eyes gummy. Lilith faced me, far enough away with her wings fully spread. She gripped a sword. Watching me, her face transformed with grief.

Golden arms of light wrapped around me from behind and forced me back against the chest of someone unknown. My breath came in panicked wheezes. I couldn’t break their embrace. “You, the clay obsessed with your return to the earth,” a male voice said in my ear. “You, the clay with the prison pyramid. You, the clay with the plan. You have always been my weapon, but now your purpose will be her punishment.”

The rain fell harder, but it burned like fire, pitting my skin. I wrenched to the side, seeking freedom, but was held fast. I wept openly, full of the same fear as when I saw a witch sacrificed at the bog for the first time, being told that she was gone, that we had removed her life from this world to save our own by choice. Lilith approached me, her sword upwards, ready to strike.

“The angel may love you, but she loves me more,” the voice continued. “Time draws to an end. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.”

The sword pierced my chest, catching at my breastbone, before shattering the bone inside me. Regret filled Lilith’s blue-green eyes, but she pushed the blade further inside me. With acute clarity, I felt my lungs deflate, the metal slipping between the discs of my spine, leaving me suspended in a cold paralysis. “You’re going to kill me,” I tried to say, but my tongue had become a useless slab of meat, mulched by my teeth. “I’m going to die.”

I left the vision screaming. The acolyte had extinguished the candles and incense. He and two others held my thrashing legs and arms down until I remembered who I was, that my life had not ended yet, that the day still had to be lived. That my first and only vision had foretold my demise.

Word of my violent communion travelled quickly, the only good thing being that my request to see Ishtahar was approved within minutes. Since her miscarriage, the priestess had refused many visitors. Her nephilim child had been taken in exchange for her vision.

Her quarters were much more lavish than mine, full of masculine pieces for a woman with two lovers utterly devoted to her. She looked wan, the polish of her dark skin muted, the bright blue and gold tracing her eyelids—always so much more vibrant than mine could ever be—uneven and thick as if she’d drawn the shades with a trembling hand.

Her hand cupped her stomach, a habit no longer required, as she urged me to sit. Together, we settled on her balcony, with cool water to wet our mouths as the sun crested into mid-morning.

She tapped the golden ring on my finger, laid with jewels. “You’ve accepted, I see. Lilith did not think you would. Her heart is a strong, stubborn animal that you’ve somehow been unable to break. Shemhazi told her many times to forget you, find another to set the compass of her affections.”

“I didn’t come here to discuss different shades of love,” I spat, the careful distanced facade I’d hoped to maintain crumbling in the face of what Adonai had shown me. “I didn’t come to your side to debate Shemhazi’s volatile nature. A creature of emotion, isn’t he? Mournful one moment, elated the next? An endless wave battering against the walls of yours and Azazel’s fondness. What will he have left when he erodes the two of you?” My teeth clapped around my tongue. Too raw. I was too raw to maintain control.

Ishtahar let out a frustrated sigh, ran her long fingers over her forehead as if to soothe a headache. “I apologize. I shouldn’t pry or question, least of all you, the newly betrothed. I forgot that you didn’t grow up with the messenger’s teachings, that you came from a rougher and crueler upbringing than the life we lead here. Shemhazi shouldn’t doubt the depth of your love, even if you don’t express it like he does.”

I squinted up into the bright expanse of sky, studying the wispy clouds, trying to swallow my indignation. Wingbacks. Always, us clay-humans would be beloved toys to them, things to be cared for and played with, items where favorites were chosen, but which could easily be broken and discarded. My jaw clenched, and oh, what I longed to honestly say to her. But I didn’t have the luxury. Not yet, at least. Time draws to an end.

“I had my first vision. In it, Lilith killed me. I stood in the arms of Adonai, rain pouring from the sky, and she stabbed me through the heart.”

Ishtahar stilled, her dark eyes staring unblinking down at the bustling metropolis of the city.

“Tell me you saw something similar. Tell me I’m not alone in this.” I scooted to the edge of my seat, put a hand on her knee. “Do you feel the dread saturating the air? All the priestesses feel it. Did you lose your nephilim-child because you saw your death? Because you saw the future and in it, Shemhazi kills you?”

Ishtahar paused and turned her sloe-eyed gaze to me. “I never saw our advancements as mistakes,” she said, sounding thoughtful. “I never saw our children as evil, or even understood why mothers chose to cast them out. Yet, Adonai showed me a world destroyed by giants—our children! —our resources gobbled up, our people driven mad with hunger, the globe itself shriveling like a grape left in the sun for too long. I saw this from a spot high up in the heavens. Adonai hung me as a star, forever isolated, to watch the ruin our angel-teachings and angel-children left. Sophia showed me my death. By Azazel’s hand. He slit my throat, ear to ear. And somehow, this is my punishment for building my life as I did. For loving, for learning, and it’s not fair. It isn’t fair.”

My hand tightened on her knee. “Is it a warning? Or do you think it’s prophecy?”

“Yes, to both.” She wiped at her eyes, took in a shaking breath. “The only question is when and how to prepare.”

“Have you told any of the angels what you saw?”

“No one knows. The acolytes overheard the things I shouted in my distress when the vision left me. I haven’t spoken a word to Shemhazi or Azazel. What can I say? How could I tell them? You already know what Shemhazi would do with that temper of his.”

“He would kill Azazel. You can do nothing. How can you tell them that your love won’t be enough?” I said softly. “The desires of a god have always been grander than what connection exists between clay and fire.”

Her hand slid over mine. “Exactly. That’s exactly how I feel.”

“Ishtahar…” I paused, took in a deep breath. “That world you describe sounds like where I came from. The nephilim used to invade my homeland like fairytale monsters that my people slayed. Their giant bodies used to be the foundation of our homes, their dried guts the weave in our ropes. It has been a long, hard road for me to accept them as part of my daily life, to accept one as a lover, and now it feels as though everything I worked for will be destroyed and revert back to the exhausting horrors of my childhood.”

“I never knew.” Ishtahar blinked furiously, twining our fingers together. “Everything makes sense now.”

“I have other powers beyond what’s been cultivated and taught by the angels. Other magic unique from what you know.” I licked my lips as Ishtahar sat up straighter, her curiosity like a reignited flame. “Would you like me to show you? Maybe then, together, we can find a way out of this. We can do it without losing everything.”

Hope made her shine, the luminosity radiating from her. “Before, a vision showed me that you would be monumental in my life. You were shown to me as a weapon, a blade with two sides to cut. I knew I would help you when you arrived at our city gates. I would sharpen you from a blade into an axe, and now I understand why. We will find a way to appease the gods and keep our livelihood.”

“Come with me, then,” I said, standing and holding my hand out to her. “Let me show you.”

Mirages waved like snakes against the horizon, the heat distorting the line between sand and sky. Black pools emerged like an oasis in the distance, just out of reach. Ishtahar pulled her shawl further up over her head, her brow beaded with sweat, as she followed me into the desert. When the city no longer loomed behind us and the dunes rose like mountains cut by the rippling wind, I knelt and broke the labyrinth.

The labyrinth’s lines spiraled around us like a blooming flower. In the middle, sat the creation I’d poured my time, sacrifices, and magic into: a black pyramid. Glossy obsidian plates covered the sturdy brick walls. A panel slid open, revealing the darkened interior. Ishtahar gasped at the sight and I gestured her inside, feeling the stems of each line tie back to me: my name, my spirit.

“Is this where you speak with your god?” Ishtahar asked, her fingers trailing along the bright blue blankets flung over the bed, tracing the statues of jackals and panthers.

I’d left it comfortable with ink, scrolls, firelight, and art—enough to make it more than a prison. “Something like that,” I said, watching her inspect the pyramid with her endless inquisitiveness. I began stringing the lines of a new labyrinth around her, spidersilk that wrapped around her wrists, lines of blinding white cutting into her dark complexion. It would be the most powerful spell I’d ever enacted. It would take everything I had.

“This magic you possess,” she whispered, awed, “is extraordinary. More unique than anything I’ve experienced before. Is this why you honor the white god of death? Is he the one you pray to?”

I laughed, an unexpected bark. At this point, I had to come to terms that the white god would never know of me. “I have a covenant with another. Do you know the story? Probably not. I’ve never heard it told here. You know though, of how Adonai needed clay to create his blueprint of man, how Azriel brought back a piece of earth just for that specific purpose?”

“Of course. He became the angel of death.” She pulled her shawl around her tighter as if chilled. I wondered if she could feel my magic, now that she knew it existed. Winding around her. Binding her. I needed a powerful woman for my purposes.

“That piece of clay had been dismembered from the earth, given a deal that Adonai’s side couldn’t fulfill. It left a hole in the earth that could only be filled with its original clay. Adonai took more clay, making more holes. He took so much clay that the earth had become riddled with them, termite-weak, decayed, and furious. So, it demanded sacrifices from Adonai’s new creations. It demanded blood and life to replace a modicum of what had been lost. Then came the nephilim. They like to destroy, don’t they? Rip and tear the earth to pieces so it’s not just the earth’s soul being pockmarked by clay-creatures who don’t understand consequences, but its body, too. You said it. They make the earth a wrinkled grape.”

Ishtahar swallowed hard, shifted in unease. “Your god is the earth.”

“Yes.” I eased around her so I blocked the door. “My people were the ones sacrificed for your children.” My tongue clicked as I tapped my chin. “I would knock their jaws out with stones so they couldn’t scream.”

Ishtahar’s eyes widened.

“I pushed their still-breathing bodies into the bog and covered them with stone and brush. My aunts died for your monster-children. My grandmothers died so your angels could fuck you. My mothers died so you could make your eyes look bigger with kohl.” I rubbed my own eyes, felt the makeup smear.

“I didn’t know,” she whispered, aghast. “You should’ve told us. You’re a powerful woman, Erigenia! You could’ve used your voice and story to tell us what we were doing to the rest of the world. How to fix it!”

“I was supposed to be next, you know.” The spidersilk gathered in my hands, linked to my heart. “What would I have died for? Your telescopes? Your irrigation? What knowledge was my life worth? Tell me, Ishtahar. What is my life worth to you?”

“We didn’t know.” She took a step forward, hand outspread as if looking to embrace me. “Maybe that’s why you came here, to teach us our errors, how to become better.”

“There is no time for that,” I snarled. “We’ve been warned. You’ve bred monsters that will kill this world, kill others who know nothing of your great city and the magic of invention that is its beating heart. Just like Adonai, you took without asking because you did not take the time to know!”

“Erigenia, listen to me. There is strength in trust, in collaboration, in a common goal. You want to save your people from the divine anger my people have caused. We can do that, now that I know—”

“I killed them.” Saying it out loud meant nothing. I felt nothing. “I killed my aunts, my mothers. I ran from the fate of paying for your debts with my life, but somehow I’ll end up doing it anyway. Why should I be responsible for you?”

“What about Lilith?” Ishtahar reached for me, took my hands, her face soft with pleading. “You love her.”

My violence tasted like metal in the back of my throat, something that shivered through me like that pain on the altar. Prophecy ached under my ribs. You are her punishment. I let out a choked laugh of disbelief. My destiny wasn’t a simple life to be used as a simple sacrifice. Adonai had marked me—the other side of my blade being Ishtahar’s downfall.

What could she have done to deserve Adonai's wrath and killing everyone? What did she know that meant Adonai wanted to ruin everything?

“He gave you the name of god,” I said, realizing what Shemhazi had done. “You inquisitive thing, you asked him for the name to invoke divinity, and he gave it to you.”

Ishtahar suddenly looked frightened. “I didn’t know, when I asked, that it would bring our destruction. I only wanted to know, to understand not just the world, but the heavens, too.”

“You own the power of a god,” I whispered. “I’m going to die for your hubris. That’s my purpose.”

Not even for my own actions, my own deeds, but for her I was bound for non-existence. I was Adonai’s weapon to induce her punishment. The world turned on games I thought I understood, but I didn’t, and still, still, I would die because of her.

Her mouth opened and in the back of her throat I could see it. A rose-gold ball of light flickered and grew, a celestial magic given in the name of love that would easily obliterate me. That would herald an apocalypse.

“No,” I said. “I will not die because of you.” I gripped her hands, her selfish hands, and tugged on the spidersilk webs around her before she could smite me, sending her to her knees. My power funneled into those silken chains, power created from blood and earth, soil and flesh. That rose-gold power fought back, but this divinity was new to her, harder to channel, and I had been a practitioner for so long.

The labyrinth seized her, binding her to the pyramid as my immortal servant. Yes, her body would wither and die. But her spirit would remain trapped here, serving my purpose: to keep my name alive so that when I did die, I would never fade. That at some point, I would rise again, and my resurrection would be under my control, that my self wouldn’t be eaten by non-existence. That my self would live.

She gasped, tears falling from her eyes, and as if in compulsion, she began to write my name on the stone floor. Traced it until the floor shredded her finger and still, she continued to write it in blood. The rose-gold of Adonai’s power flickered and dispersed, confused without a purpose.

“You will serve me well by remembering my name for eternity,” I said, flooding the chains with everything I had, slowly backing out of the pyramid as she screamed for release. Screamed my name. Heat and sun cascaded over my neck. My reserves had almost been drained dry. The panel slid shut with a solid click, locking her inside. With a wave of my hand, the pyramid wavered, like a mirage, and disappeared against the horizon.


CHAPTER 19

Eos

Too soon, indeed, I thought as I sprinted between soldiers and slaves, funneling my power into their wounds. Ciriacus had elected to lead us into battle right on the heels of the last one, and now we struggled for victory in the heart of a boggy meadow to close a rip framed by wildflowers. Ciriacus’ fervor continued to be infectious, but exhaustion lined the faces of those I’d healed over and over as they tried to get back up on their feet. Even I felt anxiety over my fatigue. One misstep, one miscalculation, and I’d perish.

At least the healing had become easier since freeing Erigenia. I stitched up a nasty chest wound and the insanity slipped off me, sucked into the web connecting us. Her body would take the ravages of madness into the form of decay. I’d remain untouched.

Yet I still wasn’t fast enough to save everyone. I could sense it. I wasn’t as quick on my feet. The numbness of routine had infiltrated my mind and I mentally slapped myself. There were people’s lives at risk. On the line and dependent on me. Dusk spread across the sky, casting the screaming soldiers and roars of otherworldly creatures in a soft twilight blue.

The symbols around the rip glowed underneath mud and foliage. Ciriacus’ binding power shot out and wrapped around the great nephilim climbing out of the rip. Clusters of red-rimmed eyes opened wide and feral from its shoulders. Yellow gas spewed from the many holes running down the creature’s bulging spine. The holes suctioned open and closed with a wet pop. The gas crept over the ground like low-laying mist. My hands hovered over a gutted woman bleeding out on the trampled grass. I coughed as the smoke stung my lungs. The wildflowers wilted, the small white buds curling brown.

Venetia’s call cut through the clash of weapons and the cries of the fallen. “Eos! You’re going too far! Pull back!”

I tore myself away from the wounded woman’s song. The black and gold hues bled away back into color. Somehow, I’d gotten farther out than usual, straddling the line between our offensive line attacking the nephilim and the other creatures crawling out of the rift. The giant nephilim twisted its head, straining the blue binding strings. Claws shot out of the smoke-spewing holes, severing Ciriacus’ power. I couldn’t go back—there were so many calling out for help, screaming in pain. I leapt to the next wounded, rebuilding their crushed ribs. My colors leaked away again.

Another warrior collapsed just steps away from me, his legs crushed underneath the weight of a horse. Bones snapped back together under my hands, and I shuffled the madness down into the ether to wherever Erigenia existed, drawing her web in the mist. Ciriacus’ power shot out again, more lines thin as embroidery thread wrapping around the nephilim’s clicking and serrated finger-claws.

The yip of a jackal cut through the cries of the man dying beneath me. I paused, lifted my head to listen. Had I misheard? A shiver of fear passed over me. It couldn’t be. Erigenia was outside her cage. They should be attacking her first before coming for me. They wanted her. Not me. Not me.

A howl took up, answered tenfold. Beneath me, the man twitched and went still. My breath hitched in fear and my hands shook. It had been terrifying the first time, but now I knew what to expect: how the shadow-dogs could cover ground like galloping horses, ignoring anything in their way but their prey. I whipped my head around, searching for them. Then, behind me and closer to the protected squad surrounding the prince and princess, a pack paced. It couldn’t just be Ishtahar’s shadow-dogs, but Erigenia’s as well. How could there be so many otherwise? Their pack leader stood still and let loose another howl, silencing Ciriacus’ enraged commands that I had gone too far, come back behind the defensive lines.

No one else could see them but me.

The jackals shrieked in reply and launched toward me, fading in and out like haunts through the beings existing only in this reality. Ignoring the screams to come back, I turned and ran straight into the rising wall of blinding yellow smoke.

Monsters with hardened shells and bulging black eyes swatted at me, but I dodged out of the way, slipping and sliding in the ruined ground. I wasn’t there to fight. I couldn’t let the jackals catch me. Around me, other slaves and soldiers were cut down or severed in half by creeping monsters or by the clicking sweeps of the giant nephilim’s long finger-claws. The yellow smoke burned my eyes, and the more I breathed, the more disoriented I became. Lines of blue light continued to shoot through the mist, tangling in the monsters. The thicker sheets of Venetia’s dark power stitched up the rift, only for the nephilim to rip the stitches back out.

Howls followed me. I cried out, running further into the yellowed fog, even as the dying looked up at me with hope, dragged at my ankles as if I were there for them. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, let me go, stop dragging me down.

The nephilim towered above me like a mountain, cutting through another swath of blue light. A shock of black bristled hair stood out on top of its head, and with huge bulging eyes, it opened its mouth and bellowed in fury. Its foot lifted, shaped agile like a cat’s. In horror, I realized it had reared to step back. I stood directly in its path.

I scrambled back—sweet Isis, I would be crushed—and felt a heavy weight slam into my side. Teeth tore into my hip. I screamed as the jackal thrashed its head, sending me skidding on my back into a mass of brown flowers. The scent of decay and mud nearly choked me. I yanked on my belt to unsheathe my short sword and stabbed the jackal, cutting through its barrel chest. The shadow-dog disintegrated into wisps of shadows with a whimper.

I scrambled back to my feet. A wheeze rattled inside me with each breath. Pain lanced through my hip, now riddled with a circle of puncture marks. I’d never been a good runner, but I staggered closer to the nephilim, dodging its steps, hoping to become lost in the yellow fog. Blood flowed around my hand that clutched the wound, dripped over the pearl, which had mimicked the pounding of my heart. Please give me strength, I begged of it. Clarity, wit, anything to get me out of here.

I saw the rest of the pack hunting before they attacked as dark shapes floating in and out of the fog. I managed to stab one as a second swiped at my chest, leaving long tears from my torso into my side. The pain, sweet Isis, the pain ripping through me left me breathless. Each pound of my heart swept through me with nauseating consciousness. The wheeze upgraded to a hacking cough. My own power thrummed inside me and I healed what I could, but the more I did, the more real the jackals became. Once shadow-dogs, they were now full of texture and patterns with spots on their backs and their rough reddish fur muted in the cloying air.

My only thought was to escape. To hide. I had no idea what the jackals would do to me if they actually took me down. Would it be true death? Or would they maul me, drag me like a prized chicken to Ishtahar’s pyramid? I panted, the smoke stinging deep inside, and I hunkered into a crouch to gather my breath.

The nephilim roared above me, sending the earth shuddering. Thud, thud, thud. The pearl’s thrumming sped up in warning, as if to mimic what my heart would sound like soon. I heard the careful clicking of claws and turned just in time to see one of the smaller rift-monsters lunge for me. It clutched a weapon in its hand. A dagger, stolen from one of its kills. My hands shook around the hilt as our blades clashed, but the creature kept dipping in and out of the smoke, emerging and disappearing from sight.

Behind me, the yip of a jackal. I couldn’t catch my breath. It came in hitched gasps.

Fear bloomed inside me with one goal: escape. I spun on my heel to run before the jackals attacked and instead felt the hard stab of a dagger slammed into my chest. I uttered a strangled sound of surprise, falling to my knees, barely catching a glimpse of one of the rift-monsters before the thing melted away into the vapor. I couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but capture the image of the dagger sticking out of my chest. It emitted a flow of gurgling blood with each stuttering breath. I wanted to take it out. My hands wrapped around the hilt with agonizing strength, but they couldn’t pull, couldn’t grip. It was so slick.

I screamed, panic making things stark and real, too bright, too sharp. Around me, the jackals gathered to watch. Blood pooled in my mouth as the world shuddered again, only this sounded familiar. Less like thudding paws and more like wings.

Isra. Oh, thank anyone and everything that ever existed in this world. Isra.

I’d told him to stay away. It was too dangerous, even after the jackals had come for me in the last battle. He’d fought me, but finally agreed. Now, I damned everything I’d ever said before because Isra.

His wings beat back the sickly mist. Fresh air coated my face, and I gulped, like a fish out of water, desperate to cleanse the gas from my lungs. The jackals gathered and stalked around Isra. They could see him. I barely managed to shriek, “To your right!” before they attacked.

Isra swept his clawed hand at my command, dispelling the snarling jackal. I scooted back in the mud-trampled earth, blood slicking my knees as Isra grew in size, shucking off his human-shaped corporation for razored wings and eyes blinking in and out of existence along his hands and arms. He stood over me, and I cowered in the shade of his mighty form. The jackals continued their onslaught on him, each disappearing into wisps of shadow as he cleaved through them with claws and fangs. I would’ve cried with relief if my heart hadn’t been punctured. Black spots peppered my vision. Focus.

The other nephilim screamed in rage and turned on Isra, pitting strength to strength. I carefully pulled the dagger out of my chest with hitched sounds of agony. Black blood poured out of me, like a crack in a jug where water could escape. I pushed my power into myself, rendering the world black and gold, and stitched up what I could with quaking uneven notes of song. Beyond me, Isra wrapped his clawed hands around the other nephilim’s neck and squeezed. Blue lines of light tried to capture him. I opened my mouth to warn him, to make sure he saved himself. He hadn’t wanted to fight.

I sank, my body collapsing in on itself. My spirit detached and followed the connecting yarn to Erigenia.

Am I dying? I think I’m dying.

Blackness overtook me in a wave of descent: the darkness of the ocean, the obscurity of Rahab’s waiting arms, a sinister forgetfulness of Madame Decay that wrapped me in the binding cloth of night and stole the shadows of self in their wake.

“You stink,” Erigenia said.

I groaned and rolled over onto my side, my hands clasped over my heart. A raised pink line bisected my breasts, but I was whole, I was alive. I laughed, something jubilant and savage from simply surviving. It turned into a rough cough that had me tasting blood. I hummed notes of my song in a warbled rise of notes, healing the delicate tissues withered from the fog.

“You smell like blood and wingbacks,” Erigenia continued, almost cheerfully.

I managed to sit cross-legged next to the intricate maze she’d drawn and glared at her. “I may smell, but you look awful.”

Wispy snarls of gray had replaced her lush dark hair, framing liver-spotted bald patches. Hollowed sallow cheeks, darkened eyes coated with the milky-white sheen of new cataracts, her jaundiced skin flaking off…seeing Madame Decay instead of the confident woman I’d left felt safer, somehow. I reached up, cupping her dangling jaw and let the rot coat my hand.

She looked surprised at my sudden tenderness. “I thought I told you to be careful, and not to ruin me,” she growled.

“It was a very important life I had to save,” I said.

“Really, now. Who? Some child dying of fever? A laborer with a broken leg?”

“My life,” I said, pulling back. “Our life.”

“I’ll teach you some sense of self-preservation, yet.” She went back to maneuvering the lines of her spell until they connected as one whole creative. Then, sitting back as if mentally exhausted, she gave me what might’ve been a smile and instead looked like a rattled upturn of bones and teeth. “You know what happens, now.”

I nodded. “You eat more of our future.”

In the distance, the baying of jackals floated on the air. We looked at each other, and I took a deep breath, knowing the decision lay with me. I could refuse to find Ishtahar, usher Erigenia back into her cage, and become stringent with my healing to keep the jackals away. Or, I could work with Erigenia by finding Ishtahar and re-imprisoning her, making things go back to how they used to be. Me, healing without consequence. Erigenia, taking the consequences and finding grace—energy—to sustain her life. I ached for that normal, my normal.

“You shouldn’t worry about the future reincarnations,” she said softly. “They don’t actually exist yet, so what would it matter if they’re eaten before they have a chance to understand what living means? Consider it a mercy. Putting down sick ewes or calves, easing the hurt before they have to suffer.” She paused as the howling jackals sounded again, much closer than before. “It’s them or us.”

“We wanted to stop the influx of evil rather than create more, Enoch and I. We had fought for forgiveness, but I want to live,” I said, letting my heart speak even as my mind tried to offer up new avenues, other ways out of our predicament. “I want to live.”

Her jaw finally fell off and landed in her lap. Voiceless, she nodded and sunk her hands into the ground. Her tongue undulated against her soft palate, butchering a language unknown to me. She slotted the bone back to her face, letting garbled words whisper out. “It counts, those that the Eos-piece sacrificed. I promise more. I always pay my debts. When I need more, you give it. When I can give more, you have it.”

It seemed as if the very ground was listening to her. It opened, as it had before, and white roots rose from the crevice. The roots unfurled, showing a young gap-toothed boy in its center with a black shock of curls on top of his head. I made myself watch as Erigenia sucked him down like water from a well, stripped the pieces of him until that glow of energy rejuvenated her, the freshness of revitalization and youth plumping her up. She sighed, her head tilted back as if the sudden transformation was a longed-for rush. Then, she sunk her hands into the labyrinth. All the energy siphoned out of her and into the lines.

Take us to her. Take us to her.

I shuffled closer. The yarn tightened around my wrist, almost this side of painful. The sound of pounding paws and slathering breath resonated so close. The yips and howls of a pack scenting their prey and bounding with bloodlust to take it down.

The world shifted. Erigenia swayed. I grabbed her around the waist, holding her from behind as she collapsed in my arms. The earth malformed and twisted, finally settling on someplace new. My stomach rolled with adrenaline, as if I’d been dropped from a great height.

Erigenia’s labyrinth had brought us to the middle of a desert. The dark night sky cast the rising dunes in an ombre of blue. A pyramid stood before us. The walls looked eroded, the sand blocks spackled with fragile, fracturing gray.

In my arms, Erigenia shook. All the reincarnation energy she’d eaten was gone. Her head lolled back on my shoulder and her eyes sought to focus on me. Yet, she stared as if blind. “You feel pale and fading,” she whispered to me. “You’re not strong enough to stay here.”

She was right. Already, my spirit yearned for the safe clamshell of my corporeal body in my reality, not this outside pocket of Erigenia’s past. Erigenia rotated just enough to touch my chest with her bony fingers. Blood sprinkled over her fingers. She sniffed them, her thick, bloated tongue flicking out to taste.

An irritating prick of pain dully throbbed inside me and I remembered how I’d been hurt back there, on the battlefield. I pulled out Ishtahar’s cage, let it spring from its small toy-shape into something large. The door swung open, as if waiting. Right now, this was the only way, and she would hate it.

“Can’t you see?” I whispered, feeling a thrill of urgency as my body began fade.

“My vision is speckled with non-existence,” she said. “Spots of blackness. Spots of death.”

“Come,” I whispered, taking her hand, and creaked the cage further open.

She balked at the sound, yanking back on our shared hands. Her flesh shed like shucking off a glove, leaving purple muscles and yellowed tendons exposed. “You promised,” she whimpered. “No more cages. No master and slave.”

“Can’t you hear them?” I said gently. “The jackals are close. I'm fading. The cage will protect you from them as much as it can until I find a way to come back for you. Just stay away from the edges, where they can grab you.”

Fat oily tears dripped down her cheeks. I tugged on her hand again. Time was running short and I already felt my spirit disappearing to reconnect with my body. Reluctantly, she climbed inside with my help and curled up in the center, her knees tight to her chest.

“Don’t cry,” I whispered, closing the door carefully, slowly, so as not to frighten her further. “I trusted you. Now you can trust me. I’ll come back for you.”

“Promise me,” she said, sounding fierce and yet so scared, “and mean that promise.”

“Of course, I do. I will. Wait for me. Small as you can make yourself. Just wait.”

She buried her head in the crook of her arms. What it must be like, to be blind and left in the dark, where jackals would gnash their teeth, trying to get in. I closed my eyes. I would come back, as soon as I had the touch of my body, the strength to recover and save us both.


CHAPTER 20

Erigenia, Ankh

Days I stumbled throughout the desert, disoriented and confused. The golden disc of the sun rose and crested over the blinding blue sky. Behind me, the wind eroded my footsteps, leaving me moored in an ocean of drifting pink and deep orange.

Endless hours of both plotting and magic-building had gone into crafting my plan: the construction of a prison-pyramid for eternal life. Azriel had told me my name must not be forgotten. The only way to ensure that was to suspend a powerful priestess in a bubble of time, and then ensure the compulsion to keep my name alive filled her every thought and action.

The first act had concluded. Much more remained to be done, if I could just navigate by the sun and stars to find the fucking river.

I scribed a labyrinth for guidance, but the lines snaked around each other into a scramble, having no beginning or end. I let out a cry of frustration as a breeze brushed over the lines and smeared them away. Sunlight pounded down on me, leaving me as withered as a seed husk rattling in the wind. I couldn’t find the strength to ask the earth for help.

I couldn’t ask for too much. Not when I was asking for so much already. For once in a long time, I was utterly alone.

At some point, the sand turned to soil, and then to muck. I steadied myself against the smooth bark of a tree and cried with relief under its shade. The blessed roar of the river led me further through the jungle until I fell to my knees on its shore. My legs trembled as I sunk into the water, letting the ripples soothe the sunburned meat of my shoulders and back. Time ticked by and with a groan, I reached down to the riverbed and filled my arms with mud. The scent of rotting fish and mulched algae surrounded me, and yet I still felt cleansed within the flowing waves.

I must’ve been far from the city, for no fishermen paddled the rushing waves, no children played in the sand. This place was safe.

I balled the mud up and shuffled back and forth between the riverbank and the sheltering shade of the overgrowth. Soon, I had a mound of slick earth, sticky enough to craft with.

My knuckles smoothed out indents for eyes, my thumbs shaped a nose and mouth. My palms cupped the earth into a face. My hands carved an hourglass figure, the wide roundness of hips, the narrowing of a waist, the slope of shoulders and arms. I gathered grass and leaves, mimicked the tight curls of hair, the curve of eyebrows. With my fingernails, I pressed gentle creases into the thick lips, the crinkles in the blank eyes, and even though the sculpture looked childish and clumsy, it at least resembled a woman. The final touch—and the last of my strength—lay in drawing a square labyrinth between the sculpture’s would-be collarbones. An open invitation. To be closed by any who chose to possess it.

I sat back on my haunches and against my will collapsed before my creation. At her feet, my hands curled into fists and I fought my heavy eyelids, furiously blinked to stay present, if only to see the clay fill with life. I was still scared, so scared, but my hope had fangs. They dug into my willpower and I prayed before sleep finally overtook me.

A soft touch shook my shoulder, different from the cold wind making my damp skin flush with goosebumps, and I jerked back into consciousness. I gripped the touching hand as tight as I could with my weakened grip. Even so, the hand’s structure gave with a squelch. Collapsed, like pottery-clay before entering the kiln.

My clay creation peered down at me. The sentient face remained impassive, but the deformed hand continued to pet my shoulder—a trait learned from watching others. From watching me. “Are you there?” I whispered, my want fierce. Please be there. Wholly there.

The clay struggled, but somehow remained animated. She fluttered eyelids at me. A shy smile pulled her lips. She—it? —looked exactly like Ishtahar, but the essence of her remained uncanny, somewhat otherworldly. I got to my knees and cupped her chin, overcome that I could be trusted like this, that the earth had accepted my promise and invitation. The labyrinth on her chest brightened like the hottest flare of an ember. The lines closed, indicating the earth had accepted my request, supported me and my plan.

I don’t want you to die.

She rumbled through my mind, communicating in the way we always had. Mind to mind, soul to soul. She leaned down as if stiff and pressed her open palm against the too-tall grass. My name emerged through the foliage. I stared at it with grief. The earth could foresee when someone would soon lie within it. Knowing my life was coming to an end filled me with helplessness and recklessness. At this point, everything and yet nothing mattered.

“You trust me, though? My plan will work,” I said, leaning closer until the cold press of her clay-body seeped away the warmth from mine. I felt light-headed with her support, wanted to sing gospels in her name, give her anything to show my devotion, my thanks.

Run away from this place. We could go anywhere, together.

“What will you do when I have no more blood to give,” I whispered, my fingers desperate on her skin as it hardened from soft earth to supple flesh. “What will you do when I have no more bodies to sacrifice for my food? There is nothing beyond this but a slow slide into old age and loneliness. This way at least, I’ll be able to live again.”

You’d find a way. No more deals. No more bargains. I will support this life you choose.

I smiled gently. “How long would that last? You gods are insatiable. At some point, you wouldn’t understand why my life would be important. Our covenant has always held. I will not default on it. If I ran away, I wouldn’t have the elements in place to ensure my eternal life.”

You’re my only supplicant. I can’t lose you.

“Part of me has always been clay,” I whispered, unable to resist. “Part of me has always been fire.”

I kissed her gently because I wanted to believe her. I wanted to think of her as human, that she could understand the mentality of mortality. But like Lilith, the earth was a being greater than anything I could comprehend. I didn’t want to die. I’d spent my life plotting and calculating ways I wouldn’t. Now that it was happening, I felt a kind of acceptable grief. As if I’d spent my life mourning this moment, and now this was the time I would live it to its fullest.

You will become part of me again, the earth crooned, deepening the kiss. The soil you decay into will be sacred. You will finally come home to me. Fully.

“When I die, yes,” I whispered. “But until then, let me show you how this body works. How I can worship it.”

Again, that shy smile of trust. This will be your sacrifice. Your payment for me pretending to be her. This Ishtahar.

My eyes filled with tears. I kissed under her jaw, licked the pillar of her neck that had become smooth as marble. This, I could do. The pleasures pulled from these clay bodies—that I could do.

“How long can you inhabit the body before the labyrinth crumbles?” I asked, putting my hands to good use, breaking the mud from her legs as if it were a cast, and showing her what it meant to be on her back.

A soft sound breathed out of her half-parted mouth. She looked startled, delighted as my fingers stroked and my teeth grazed. The sun would rise and set many times before you have to rebuild me. But the seasons would not change.

Days, then. Weeks at most. “Excellent,” I whispered, stretching the cold clench of her, watching her eyes slide shut. The leaves rustled above me, an awning to keep out the moonlight and glimmer of stars. The rush of the river filled my ears, cut through with the sounds of a female discovering her voice. For the first time, I pulled a sacrifice from the body of the earth: a shuddering, gasping sacrifice of cooling sweat and pooling heat, of mouths and tongue and spread of hands.

And she said it was good. That it felt warm. She said it was more than enough.

“Don’t be frightened of the angels. You’re supposed to be in love with them,” I instructed, holding the earth’s hand fast as we navigated the streets of the city. A franticness had infused within its citizens. Mothers coaxed their children inside with insistent demands while vendors boarded up their stalls. The initial feeling of dread in my gut that urged me to the caves of communion had apparently stoked the fires of the people, warning them that something was wrong, something was coming.

The earth pressed against me, hiding her face in my neck as a particularly pungent laborer passed us, dragging a cart full of trash and refuse. I ran my hand down her back and whispered calm words in her ear as she trembled. It must be overwhelming for a god of the ground we walked on to suddenly be in the midst of it all. “Everything is so loud,” she whispered. “All the breathing.”

I laughed, pulled her in closer, and recklessly pressed my mouth to hers as I navigated the rush. It had been difficult, to pry myself away from her, from this want to give her anything, everything I could. I’d kissed her breathless as we walked the riverbank. I’d succumbed to the passion demanding I explore her body when she finally learned how to speak. I’d pushed her into the brush to make love to her over and over again, obsessed with the way her eyes lit up with each new sensation I could wrench from her. “Don’t worry. All you have to do is pretend to be her. Act sick or tired and hopefully they won’t bother you.”

“Sick?” she asked, peeking out with wide eyes. “What’s that?”

“Act like me, then,” I said, fondness rippling through me, before I caught sight of Lilith emerging from one of the shop fronts. Her face transformed in relief and she shot toward me, creating whirlwinds in the street with her wings, enfolding both me and the earth in her arms. The earth gripped my hand tight enough to make my bones ache.

“Where have you been?” Lilith hissed, sounding on the verge of tears. “We’ve been worried sick.” She pulled back, kissed me urgently. “I didn’t know where you went, where you’d gone.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You look awful.” She turned to the earth and the earth faked a smile—something she must have figured looked like mine, except it came across blindingly naïve. “Ishtahar, Shemhazi has been going out of his mind with worry. What happened?”

“We had a joint vision,” I lied, deciding to be bold, to make her speak falsehoods to me. “Something about the angels betraying the humans. Have you heard of such a thing, Lilith?”

Again, that flash crossed her face and round spots of color bloomed on her cheeks. I finally could put my finger on it: guilt and shame.

“Of course, she has,” the earth said, her thumb stroking along the web of my hand, “Adonai wants the Grigori to kill their mates and offspring.”

Lilith’s mouth dropped and she gripped my arm hard. The temple cast a shadow over us as the sun moved behind the pointed top, ticking by another hour. “We would never,” she gaped, “never hurt you, never. I love you.”

“What did Adonai ask of you?” I said. “What did the Wisdom Sophia say?”

Lilith paced, ran a hand through her hair. Other priestesses and acolytes walked by with confused looks at us and Lilith’s distress, others with stark relief as they ran, most likely to alert Shemhazi and Azazel that their human lover had been found.

“That the word of Adonai had been given without permission. That the clay-humans had power greater than they deserved.” Lilith looked ill. “That we had made a mistake in giving such gifts to you, that our love had made monsters. We’ve been ordered to fix our mistakes, cleanse the world again.”

You bitch. I reached up, wiped the escaping tears running down her cheeks with my thumb. “It will be alright. We will fix this. No one has to die.”

“I love you,” she wrenched out. “I don’t want to be without you.”

“Nor I you.” I took her into my arms. Over her shoulder, I smiled at the earth, who smiled back at me.

I love you, the earth said. Mind to mind. Soul to soul.

“I love you, too,” I said aloud, my heart and eyes locked on the earth, as Lilith sagged in my arms in relief.


CHAPTER 21

Eos

Spasms bowed my body like a string. I thrashed against the hands holding me down. A whimper escaped me and I flung my eyes open, blinked Isra’s blurry face into focus above me. Beyond him, yellow smoke clouded the sky, leaving the barest outline of the surrounding hills.

“You’re safe,” Isra said gently even as concern darkened his amber gaze. A cool touch swept over my fevered forehead. “We’re transporting you back behind the walls. They have healers there. You’re safe.”

I grabbed his hand, held it tight, and blurted out, “I told you not to come.”

“Where would you be if I’d listened?” he shot back, laying a quick kiss on my knuckles, surprising us both. A blush warmed my chest and he looked away, stuttering out, “I’ll tell you. Dead. I’ve survived this long without your advice. Why would you think I needed a caretaker now?”

“You should’ve listened to me.” Venetia bent over to look at me, her arms crossed tightly across her chest. Dirt and wariness warred with weariness on her face and Isra nudged her to back up.

“We very nearly lost you. What were you thinking, running into the middle of the fray like that?” Ciriacus said and knelt down, frustration cutting his face and all three of them looked like planets circling above me. “We nearly lost all of our resources today because of you.”

“Maybe you should reconsider your strategy to include recovery time,” Isra snarled. His wings snapped and quivered with anger. “Your campaign was a failure because you didn’t consider the needs of your people.”

“Sound familiar?” Venetia said softly. “Perhaps we should thank the nephilim who saved everything we’ve worked for. The enemy of my enemy…”

“Is my friend.” Ciriacus’ jaw clenched. “Yes. Thank you.”

The planets wavered in and out of sight and I tried to swallow, found my mouth dry as a desert. “Good, I’m glad we’re on the same side,” I managed to say, gritting my teeth as a new agony rolled through me. The source came from the claw marks rippling across my stomach, still fresh, still bleeding. “Oh, thank Isis, these are still here,” I said and pushed my healing energy into it, my song on my tongue. I needed to go back before the jackals tore Erigenia to pieces.

“Eos, no.” Isra pulled my hands back into his, holding them hard enough to ache. “Save your strength. There are other ways to heal than this. You know what happens if you do.”

“What happens?” Ciriacus demanded. “Nephilim, explain yourself.”

“Exactly,” I said, ignoring the prince. “No time to waste. I’ve been gone long enough already. She’s waiting.” The last notes sounded, closing the claw marks into inflamed red curves, and then I collapsed as new pain assaulted me. I floated on a cloud of unconsciousness, and like rain, I fell back to the otherworld, back to Erigenia.

Erigenia huddled in the middle of the cage, rocking back and forth. The jackals had disappeared, but fresh footprints covered the sand around the cage, leaving deep holes around the outside, made by digging claws and angry paws.

I unlocked the cage and eased inside. The cold desert night extended around us, punctuated by vicious gusts pounding against the pyramid and rattling the cage. Erigenia whispered to herself in a tearful unknown language. I laid a hand on her shoulder and she curled up tighter within herself. Her physical form had dwindled, yet again. Shallow wounds scratched up her feet and arms, but at least the jackals had managed to only get that far. I couldn’t understand it. After everything she’d done, all her manipulations both big and small, she was still part of me. When she was weak, I was protective. I wrapped my arms around her, hoping she’d find shelter in my embrace. “I’m back. I’m here for you. It’s safe.”

Slowly, she seemed to return to me. Her rocking eased into a solid lean into me. “Perhaps you should eat something,” I whispered and she turned her tear-stained face up out of the cradle of her arms, her lovely, dark eyes now shriveled into puckered holes. “Are you sure they’re gone? Once you left, they wouldn’t stop trying to get in,” she whispered.

“Cross my heart.” I took her hand and guided her out of the cage like escorting a fine lady. “Plus, you’ll be proud. I left so many sacrifices on the battlefield. Saved my own skin, even.” The joke made me uneasy, but it was worth it to hear her snorted laugh. She was back to her old self.

The cage folded back up into a small toothpick box. Erigenia dug her fingers into the yarn tangled between us like it was her lifeline. Clumsily, she knelt, and I realized she still didn’t have sight. Everything was by touch.

“Will the jackals be coming back soon?” I asked, as the earth opened up for Erigenia. I strained, listening for the familiar howl. We were both weak, Erigenia was free of the cage, thus Ishtahar’s jackals should find us easy targets.

Erigenia didn’t answer as the earth unfolded completely. The reincarnation nestled within the pale roots was underdeveloped, neither male nor female, as if it was a too-far future for such details. Erigenia slurped the reincarnation down, exchanged that golden life for her dark hair, bronze skin, and almond-shaped eyes. A sly, amused look crossed her face. I could see it, how she’d won the affections of angels, slithered her way into their hearts with that mystique. As if you fought hard enough to get past her barriers, you would be bathed in a unique kind of returned love.

The wind strengthened into a continuous gale, sending miniature tornados dancing in the distance. Uneasiness cycled within me. I wanted to stay with her, yet I wanted to depart for my body at the same time. “What do we do now?” I asked.

“I’ll strengthen the labyrinth already around the pyramid,” she explained. Her fingernails scratched small mazes along her skin. “It should rebuild the walls and keep us safe from her. Keep her from hunting us. If you could stabilize me, ensure no jackals come looking of us…”

I nodded. If possible, the wind picked up again. Sand pelted my face as pinpoints of stinging pain. The dark blue sky cast the desert expanse in shades of navy and black.

Erigenia’s hands hovered over the ground and a complicated geometric spiral glowed to life at her command. Her brows furrowed and she looked up, addressed the structure thoughtfully, “You’ve always been strong, haven’t you? The only difference between us is that you know how to hide who you are better.”

A panel slid open in the pyramid. An offering and a question all at once. Welcoming us inside. Uneasiness trickled in my belly. The labyrinth below Erigenia continued to glow and she grimaced, as if the magic wouldn't obey her. “Damn you, you are not stronger than I am,” she whispered.

My black curls whipped across my face and I pushed them back, looked behind me as the wind bayed and howled. Foreboding clogged my veins as a huge sandstorm of blue and black gathered like thunderheads in the close distance, rolling straight for us. I gripped Erigenia’s shoulder hard. She looked up at me in irritation, followed my gaze. “Fuck,” she breathed. “A good play.”

“What do we do?” I asked.

“Looks like we’ve fallen into a trap, Eos. Are you ready?”

“What’s in there?” I asked, knowing our one recourse. The storm would strip flesh from bones. The pyramid’s open panel waited, unsuspecting. With certainty, I realized my survivability had plummeted. There were too many forces outside of my control and understanding now directing my fate. Fuck, indeed.

“Ishtahar,” Erigenia said, sounding far-off and calculating. “Insane old Ishtahar.”

I dug my fingers into her skin. “Tell me we’re in this together.” I felt desperate. “Tell me we go in there and come out together.”

“Of course,” she said. Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “But do you truly have a choice? No matter what I say, bets are we won’t survive whatever that storm will do to us. Going inside is our only chance.”

“I have my body to return to,” I hissed.

“But do you feel it?” she asked. “You've overextended your powers. Running back to your mortal coil won't help you now. Even I can sense that.”

I swallowed hard as she stood and held her hand out to me. The sand scored my lungs, making it hard to breathe. She was right. What choice did I really have? I took her hand and together we ran for the pyramid.


CHAPTER 22

Erigenia, Ankh

When the angels disappeared, the men came for me. They burst into my home and with strong hands, yanked me from my bed. I was dragged through the streets to the river.

What did you do to Ishtahar? they asked. Cursed stranger and witch.

Where did the messengers go? they asked. Outsider and charlatan. Gods have never spoken to you.

Without the flutter of the Watcher’s wings, the air was still and ringing with unusual silence. Your wingbacks left to receive their ultimate orders from the gods, I thought at the frothing mob. They left to receive orders that would spell out your doom.

I’d known it from the way Lilith had made love to me before she too answered a higher calling and vanished, wrenching climax after climax out of me, as if desperate to leave the sense-echo of her fingers inside my body for a long time after. I knew it from the way she teared up after whispering her affection for me into my skin, how the telltale flush on her cheeks continued to redden and never left.

I pretended to sleep when she slipped out of bed, leaving a gentle kiss on my cheek before she launched into the sky. It was a goodbye. It hurt much more than I thought it would.

The river looked like a stretching black snake cutting through the earth. A tall pole waited for me, cemented into the riverbank, visible with the low tide. I fought back as they dragged me forward, getting a punch in the gut and a slap across the face. I laughed and tasted blood when they took a liking to hitting me.

Finally, they wrenched me into the water and I sagged in pain as they hooked my elbows back behind the pole and tied my hands together behind it. Rope secured my legs and feet to the bottom piece lodged in sediment. I writhed in place, but the bindings held me fast.

These people I had prayed with, whom I had blessed, whose children I had watched over—these people saw me as nothing more than a bad omen.

You know what must have come out of my mouth then, Eos. Nothing but prophecy. Nothing but the truth spiced with vitriol. You know how my anger is like poison, infecting everything it can.

“The wingbacks will kill you,” I screeched. “Your hearts are rotted, your children nothing but crow food. They’ve tricked you all, given the power of Adonai to Ishtahar, and in her pride, she will be the cause of all your deaths. You stupid, small, worthless things. Just you watch. Everything you love will come to you with knives and kill you.”

I tasted their fear. Tender-hearted bystanders covered their mouths and looked at each other, terrified at the choice put before them. Believe the doomed priestess or let her hate die under the elements? The cowards left me for the exposure to finish off what they couldn’t.

The cold rise of the river enveloped my legs and crested up to my chest and throat. I gasped as my skin prickled with sudden numbness. I wrenched against my bonds and screamed myself hoarse as the river rose and fell.

I shivered under the moonlight until dawn came. The flesh underwater became pruned, wrinkling as the day passed. The sun baked the rest of my skin, leaving weeping blisters and charred sunspots bubbling across my arms and shoulders. My own weight caused me to crumple, leaving my arms bowed and aching at the joints.

You’ve seen executions, Eos. This was what mine was like.

People visited to gawk and point and laugh. Some left offerings. Others took those offerings. I screamed at them until my voice collapsed, and then I cried at them when I was weak. I even begged for mercy, after enough time passed. Water rose so close to my mouth and yet I couldn’t catch a drop. I couldn’t work myself free. At some point, my body decayed, even though I was still alive. When I was a starved, ruined thing—water bloated and sun charred—the angels returned.

Boats laden with human-sized nephilim children and protective, clustered parents—their own gathering, now, I supposed—floated past me to escape the city of vengeful wingbacks. Families fleeing on foot skirted the riverbank, keeping their heads down even as the thunder of roaring wings filled the air. But my eyes, near-blinded and clouded with sunlight, kept steady on horizon. I spit blood at the black storm clouds, backlit with lighting, that grew in the distance.

What haven’t you heard already, Eos? Would you like me to tell you how the wingbacks slaughtered their lovers and children? Should I tell you of a sudden genocide? Of the messengers who, once their blades were wet, screamed at the horror of what they’d done?

No. Those aren’t my stories. I’ll tell you of Lilith. Of how she came to me, her sword dripping with blood in the afternoon heat. Of how she came to me at a point when the hunger and dehydration had made me ill, and the hallucinations and mirages ran rampant.

She didn’t say anything, at first. Simply stood at the edge, the water lapping over her feet. The storm clouds gathered closer over us, the thunder inside them greater than the flutter of wings. I knew she’d never say the first word. She would blame her hesitance on guilt and shame, but it was because she was a weakling, a coward who finally realized the monumental consequences of what she had done.

I still can’t believe how many times she told me she loved me. I still can’t believe that she watched the woman she wanted to marry disintegrate on the pole. You might think I was heartless to her, but I’ve never regretted my scorn, because at every turn she proved my suspicions right.

“Will you kill me?” I ground out, my voice a wreck of guttural syllables, “To atone for us, for you and me?”

Her paradise eyes filled with tears. Her lips parted as if she wished to speak, but why would I ever assume she’d get blood on her hands? “There’s going to be a flood,” she finally choked out, head tilting to the roiling sky of purple and gray. “It will drown the world clean. Even if I didn’t kill you all now, you’d die, anyway.”

“There’s a difference between you gutting me and me waiting to drown. You said you loved me.” I felt my eyes roll. My chin sunk to my chest. “I expected this kind of love. After everything, I expected us to end up here, like this.” I tried to smile. “What would it have looked like if I’d been wrong? Would you have ever proven me wrong?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered and backed away. She, the thing of fire, who spoke love in the shape of useless promises, who proved all those things as lies. “I…did love you. I was going to marry you.”

“You’re not worth it.” I laughed at her. I couldn’t seem to stop laughing. “You’re not worth anything. When you go back to your seat in heaven, singing with your choir of angels about endless love, I want you to think on me and know that you’re not worth any of this.”

Oh, Eos. How fast she fled.

I don’t remember when the rain began, but I know that it was near the end. The endless patter soaked me through, drummed on my open sores, and you couldn’t tell that I wept because everything drowned in tears. At some point, the river rose over my head. I was too weak to hold it up. My arms had collapsed. I couldn’t breathe. It was then, I heard a voice, whispering to me:

“Let go of the wood. Come onto the bank with me.”

I fell from my place on the pole as if all the rope had suddenly unraveled, and I landed underwater; my hands and knees sunk into the rocks and silt under the shifting current of dark blue and green. Somehow though, I couldn’t feel the water around me. Shaking, I looked behind me to see my lax body, pummeled by the flood. The river’s riptide bent it at impossible angles. The clay I once inhabited looked…hideous. Scorched.

“Come here with me. Let’s get out of the rain,” the voice said.

My heart raced in disbelief. I turned away from the grotesque flesh, seeking the source of the voice, when I finally looked up and into the black eyes of the white antlered god standing before me. His pale lips curled into a bashful smile. Small horns curved from his head, and I let out a sob. After all this time, all this searching, all I had to do was die to find him. “It’s you,” I whispered and crawled toward him. “I’ve been searching for you.”

“That’s lovely to hear.” He sounded soft and pleased. “Let’s find someplace warm. We can talk, sit by a fire, get to know each other. Will you come with me?”

“Of course, of course I will,” I said, breathless. My hand slid in his, gripped his fingers. He tried to pull me up, but suddenly, I couldn’t move. My body felt like it had turned to iron. I clutched at his hand, but the mud thickened around my feet, immobilizing me. Chained. Sinking. The tendrils of…not earth, but death perhaps, maybe non-existence, slithered up my body, shaping into a pod around me. Inside it, I could hear a scorching wind howl.

“No,” I cried out, my voice weak as his hand slipped out of mine. His brow furrowed as if I’d disappeared before his very eyes. “I love you,” I told the white god. “What’s your name? Tell me your name—”

But non-existence is a terrible thing, Eos. It’s like a hood being pulled over your head. You can’t see or hear, smell or touch. You never know it is there, or when it will strike, until your world is nothing but darkness.


CHAPTER 23

Eos

The darkness of the pyramid swallowed us up as the sandstorm hit, the force of the cyclone nearly throwing us inside. With a sharp grating sound, the panel slid shut behind us. I shuddered in the complete pitch-blackness when something fragile crunched under my feet. Within the depths of the pyramid, a soft rose-gold light flickered to life. I blinked and looked down to see I’d stepped on a curled-up skeleton, crouched against the panel door, as if trying to claw its way out. Femurs had been snapped off and the remaining bone sharpened to dagger points. A purple shawl covered the grinning skull. Words had been carved into every spare inch of blank surface of the bones. Erigenia, Erigenia, Erigenia.

A small gasp escaped me. I stepped back, hitting the wall, and steadied myself with an outstretched hand only to find that scrawl under my fingers as well, over every inch of the pyramid: Erigenia, Erigenia, Erigenia.

“Your name…it’s everywhere,” I breathed out as Erigenia stepped further into the darkness. The blackness blurred the outline of her body, as if it might gobble her up. The yarn binding us withered in the sparse light like browning fruit, and another sliver of fear slotted inside me. Somehow, this place was a no-man’s land infused with Erigenia’s power.

“Keep the name alive and you can live forever.”

A voice rough as broken glass crept out of the darkness. I halted, the hairs on my nape rising. The darkness had eyes, a mouth with which to speak. A name.

“Come out, Ishtahar,” Erigenia said, her tone sharp as the bundle of bones on the floor. “Come out and talk with an old friend.”

Finally, I saw her—the frantic roll of whitened eyes, the skittish shuffle of a crouched woman trying to remain invisible.

Erigenia strode into the darkness of the pyramid, confidence oozing from her, yet she kept her back to the pyramid’s walls. Soon, enough space remained between us that I feared I’d be lost. I wanted to reach out to her, take her hand, but Erigenia had commanded the binding yarn to unravel. A chill rushed through me. How much could I really trust her, if she no longer had attachments to me?

The rose-gold light increased until I could make out a bare and flattened mattress covered with frayed wool tuffs of what once could have been a blanket. The eyes stood and slunk further into a bare beam of light until I could make out her wild unwashed hair, the tattered robes hanging from her too-thin shoulders. Ishtahar clutched the statue of a panther, worn almost smooth, yet flakes of gold paint still clung to the figurine.

“It is as you remember?” Ishtahar said to Erigenia. “I once thought you’d made this prison livable, in the beginning, when you locked me up, locked me up, but that was simply part of the torture.” She cackled.

As if in response to her voice, the gold light brightened further, and I saw it emitted from a sphere crackling with fractal lighting, shaking as if a tempest was contained within it. The color reflected a slice of new dawn, like the first sunrise I’d ever seen, remembered, and stood awed in front of.

“I knew I could get to you through your servant, Erigenia.” She drew the name out as if it were a texture she’d long grown bored of, something old and tasteless. “Have you come to rebuild the walls I’ve ruined? Tuck me back inside to keep writing, writing, writing, Erigenia, Erigenia, Erigenia?”

“What other purpose do you serve, Ishtahar?” A cruel smile curved Erigenia’s lips. Yet she maintained a careful distance. I followed in Erigenia’s shadow, realized that whatever power Erigenia held, Ishtahar must’ve wielded something just as deadly. “You’ve served me faithfully for so long.”

“Unwillingly.” Ishtahar stepped up on the ruined bed, towering over us. “How has immortality treated you? Do you have riches and lovers, days of sunlight?”

“Somewhat,” Erigenia said.

“Like those have ever been of interest to you. You, who I always thought longed for death, with the way you studied it and catalogued it. I paid attention, Erigenia. You were looking for a white god and something tells me you haven’t found him, still.”

Erigenia’s whole body tightened. A new name rang throughout my mind, vibrating between us and binding us across lifetimes: Gwyn.

“Either that, or you’ve lost him.” Ishtahar crouched down and every line in her face screamed that all she wanted was to keel over and die.

“Of course, I haven’t,” Erigenia snarled. “Haven’t you learned by now, I always find a way to get what I want. I don’t destroy it like you. Azazel and Shemhazi? They’ve been imprisoned for what you asked of them, except they don’t have the word of Adonai keeping them company. In all your time here, did you ever consider that I was your punishment? That I was sent by Adonai to be your reckoning?”

Ishtahar’s face screwed up in a look of displeasure. “Madness everywhere, in you, in your words, in that.” She pointed to the sphere. “Thinking about taking the word of a god, Erigenia? You won’t be able to hold its power for long. I've barely been able to and only because your cursed magic keeps me here.”

“No,” Erigenia said softly. “I don’t want that—”

“You could free yourself from this young woman, if you did.” Ishtahar smiled, a flash of white in the dark. Erigenia stilled, the seed planted and growing in the soil of her desires. “I know something about being bound, and you’ve done it to this young sparrow who knows nothing of your cold, dead heart,” Ishtahar finished.

“Don’t accuse me of being cold,” Erigenia said, “when you’re the one who tricked the wingbacks into giving you almighty power.”

I shivered as the web between Erigenia and me cracked like old glue and tumbled into pieces. Erigenia’s eyes flickered to the rose-gold orb, and I shuddered as that calculating gaze then roamed over me. How she wanted it. I could taste it, in every conversation we’d ever had: the yearning for freedom like a riptide, leaving me swimming helplessly in the sea of her want and never being able to find land. The facts remained clear: I lived; she had died. Surviving non-existence meant you were slave to those you were a parasite on.

Free yourself from this young woman.

You promised we would not be master and slave.

“Oh, yes.” Ishtahar stroked the sphere, making it crackle. “I threw it up. There wasn’t any light here after all the fires went out. Isolation makes you go mad. The word makes you go mad. No one to talk to. Nothing to see. But I found friends. Shemhazi.” She stroked the panther’s head. “I found new pets who ate the letters of my name in exchange for companionship. I realized, after years and years, that I could wear your labyrinth down. I could use the strength of Adonai against your pathetic spell.”

Ishtahar set the panther carefully on the ground and then crooked her finger, dragging glowing symbols from the sphere. The words—symbols, shapes, runes—made my eyes hurt until I had to look away. I studied its light out of my peripherals as I might study the brightness of the cosmos.

“Wouldn’t it be fitting for us to be damned together, Erigenia?” Ishtahar continued, “Writing each other’s names to keep us alive for eternity? But then again, Adonai’s spear or not, you’ve always been a stain on this earth.”

The symbols shot out from Ishtahar’s hands, transforming the room from pure darkness into blinding white. I cried out and tried to cover my eyes. The light sizzled like a hot stone being flicked with water, but no bolt struck me. One of the mazes scratched onto Erigenia’s skin flared to life and expanded, sucking the symbols inside it, dragging them through the labyrinthine lines. Decay fractured the supple curve of Erigenia’s shoulder, spreading cracks and wrinkles like a riverway, seen from far above.

Ishtahar threw her head back and laughed. The labyrinth quivered in Erigenia’s hands, becoming white-hot. Erigenia grimaced and with a cry of defeat, threw the smoldering labyrinth away from her. It hit the pyramid’s wall, and as if dipped in acid, dissolved the plaster, exposing crumbling black sand beneath. A new layer of symbols illuminated the room, immediately captured by another labyrinth Erigenia had scratched on her skin.

But she only had so many. She only had so many.

I crept around the room as the two priestesses fought, trying to stay back from the flung power. The floating orb of Adonai’s word captured my attention over and over. Could it possibly heal the schisms within me? Patch up the holes of Erigenia and the black pearl? Perhaps, I could revert back to what I used to be.

Maybe, I could learn temperance with my healing powers. I could be what I dreamt of: a woman of comfort and status, doing the ordinary things people do, without deep-sea angels haunting them or underworld entities eating their future. Maybe, with Adonai's word, I wouldn't have to depend on a reincarnated parasite to keep me sane. Everything had to die and this search for immortality killed more than it saved. If there was a chance, any chance, that I could preserve what my energy was meant to be, while also saving my own life, I’d do it.

Ishtahar had said she’d thrown the power up. What would happen if I swallowed it?

Symbols shot through the air, slamming Erigenia into the wall. She bounced back with a snarl. The full labyrinth in her hands weakly shot Ishtahar’s power back at her before the heat forced Erigenia to throw it away. 

I teetered in a liminal space between white and dark. The filled labyrinths melted the walls, scored the floor, dissolved anywhere Erigenia had thrown them until the storm raging outside whistled through the holes, breaking the dusty silence of Ishtahar’s tomb.

Erigenia’s hands had burned down to bone, her fingers fluctuating between ember-red and charcoal. Tears of rage and pain evaporated from her cheeks in small bursts of steam. The pyramid shook. Black sand rained down from the ceiling. The burned-out holes in the sides collapsed on themselves. The whole tomb leaned to the side with a deep groan.

I picked up the panther statue resting on the ground and tucked a separate jackal statue under my arm. I concentrated any healing power on Erigenia—what would happen to me if she died and I was left here? I didn’t want to find out—but the song of her soul was like being immersed in dark water, punctuated by creaking static.

Erigenia bellowed in fury. My attempts to help her had weakened her, instead. The riverway cracks spread up her neck and into her cheeks. She turned that snarl on me, something nasty lighting her eyes, as if I were a means to an end, an irritating insect that should be squashed. “Useless girl. I will break with you,” she screamed at me.

Ishtahar released a shriek, as if sensing victory, and threw the symbols again into the last labyrinth Erigenia had made. Erigenia’s face screwed up in agony. The symbols burned through her quickly and soon Erigenia stumbled back into the wall, blisters and welts bubbling up along her forearms. The labyrinth landed in front of her and dissolved a chunk of the sand-block floor. The pyramid slid to the side, like a sandcastle eroding both inside and out.

I froze when I heard the familiar howl of the shadow-dogs join the storm. I had to get closer to the rose-gold light of Adonai’s word. Erigenia’s face whitened, hearing the same bark.

Ishtahar roared with delight, something unhinged. “My pets are coming,” she cried out. “They’re coming for you!”

Fear weakened my knees. We would either be crushed by the pyramid, killed in the sandstorm, or be torn apart by the jackals. I couldn’t heal Erigenia, because she was my well where all the side-effects of madness went. It only served to ruin her further.

Ishtahar stalked forward, and finally I could see her in full: the gray highlighting her tight black braids, Erigenia's name scarred over every inch of her skin.

“I don’t want you to die,” she whispered to Erigenia. “I want you to live and suffer. I will bring this pyramid down on you and kill your little sparrow-girl. I’ll trap you with my words and make you both scribe Ishtahar until the world ends. I will live forever, only to make you pay for what you did to me.”

“Do it,” Erigenia hissed. “You think I care for her? She’s a vessel. Sever us from each other completely, you’ll do me a favor.”

I should’ve known, but even still, her betrayal hurt. They'd reached the sunken ship inside me—a ruined thing of rotted wood and opium smoke and paid-for sex where the decayed shell of my mother’s hate rested. Erigenia exploded that ship like a meteor.

I hate you, utterly and completely.

Symbols flowed out of the orb, and Ishtahar turned wild eyes to me. Her teeth looked yellowed brown in the brighter light. Icy terror cascaded throughout me as I stared at my death in the form of holy sorcery. “Don’t,” I managed to say, barely vocal. She grinned at me and set the symbols buzzing.

What would a woman, alone for thousands of years, find value in? What did any of these corpse-women cherish? The remains of their past. I held the jackal statue high over my head and shattered it on the ground.

Ishtahar screamed out in sudden loss. “No, Azazel! What have you done?” She fell to her knees, reaching for the pieces. I crushed the closest one underfoot. The symbols wobbled and dissolved on the air.

“Think about it and I’ll destroy the other one,” I said, threatening the panther with the same fate.

“Give him to me,” she demanded, holding her arms out. “Give me Shemhazi. He isn’t yours, he’s mine, give him back to me.”

“He’s nice, isn’t he?” I asked as the pyramid shifted again, the top beginning to split and crack. “Maybe I’ll keep him for my own. He’d fit in my house, nestled next to my bed, forgetting all about you, don’t you think?”

“How dare you,” Ishtahar spit at me. “Give him to me, you worm-eating sparrow.”

Erigenia slipped behind Ishtahar, revenge a jaundiced blush on her cheeks. In her hand, she brandished a bone-dagger taken from the bundle of bones. Behind her, the shadow-dogs frantically dug at the pyramid, nosing their way inside.

I smashed the panther sculpture. Ishtahar wailed in dismay, falling on hands and knees, gathering what pieces she could in her arms.

Erigenia plunged the bone-dagger in her back. I heard the pop as the dagger punctured something wet. Ishtahar shrieked in pain, rotated, and clubbed Erigenia with the head of the ruined panther. Erigenia collapsed backwards. Ishtahar hit her again, knocking her bottom jaw off. Erigenia released a garbled scream, turned those dark, soulful eyes to me. Her tongue flopped helplessly, making sticking sounds. Begging.

“You will break with me?” I said to Erigenia, to Madame Decay, to that hunk of stolen soul. “You will break with me?”

I grabbed the rose-gold sphere. Stings of light zinged through every fiber of my body and soul. Erigenia’s eyes widened, as if to say: Don’t, Eos, whatever it is you’re doing, don’t.

Ishtahar clubbed her again, collapsing her cheekbones into mush.

I placed the orb on my tongue. The tingle transformed into a stinging agony as it settled into my throat, wrapped around my voice box.

Ishtahar bashed Erigenia’s skull open. Gray ooze and dust spilled out. Erigenia’s face had gone slack and twitched, her distorted visage a mess of thick congealed blood and fractured bone. Still, what remained of her dark gaze wavered between me and my throat.

“I break with you,” I said to her. The fracture inside me deepened, a wound cauterized, a limb amputated. I felt untethered. “I break with you.”

The jackals, triumphant, dug past the weakened walls and leapt into the room. The sculpture dropped from Ishtahar’s hands into her lap as she tilted her head back with a sigh of relief. Small iridescent lines, like a rainbowed spiderweb, loosened around from her body and slipped off, showing bruise-deep lines across her skin. A jackal slammed into her, tearing out her throat.

The pyramid slid to the side like frosting sliding off a too-warm cake, and with one final groan, the top opened up. I had the strangest sensation of being underground and dredging my way up, desperate for a sliver of sky. Black sand fell down like a deafening waterfall. Another jackal howled in bloodlust and leapt for my throat, but the digging sensation had turned into a tugging one. I realized I had a haven in the shape of a body, a sanctuary of fat and muscle, of skin and bone. I didn’t have to be here. This was simply a slice of someone else’s mistakes from thousands of years before my time. My body, now ready to accept me, called me back into its safety. I let that link hoist me up, reel me in, bring me into that sight of sky.


CHAPTER 24

Eos

A pleasant shade of crimson coated the inside of my eyelids. I turned my head away from the bright light and the red dimmed back to darkness. My joints popped from endless stillness. Awareness returned sluggishly, like a hopeful touch that would end up in the right spot if I thought on it long enough. I was on my back, slightly turned to the side. I was warmer than I ever remembered being, just on the edge of being hot. I opened my eyes.

I was in a room I had never seen before. Thin gauze drapes swayed in the breeze coming in from the half-opened windows. Flowers bloomed in a vase on a table at the end of the bed. On the bedside table sat a basin full of bloody water beside stained gauze strips.

My hand moved to my heart.

I felt the soft protest as I pressed on the wound, felt the heavy padding wrapped around my chest holding my heart inside its cavity. I took a deep breath and felt the taut cords stringing around my lungs. I let the breath out slowly, and the sudden tightness loosened and disappeared.

Even though he sat in a chair, Isra slumped face-down on the sheets, his hands pillowing his face, hair pulled to one side. Thinking of the way he’d kissed my knuckles, I touched the line of his nose, the swell of his lips, and finally dragged my clever finger along the line of his eyebrow. He stirred, and I let my finger caress the soft skin at the side of his eye. His eyes flickered, blinked, and opened.

He took me in for a moment, understanding that the tracing on his face was really me awake. His eyes glossed over as he gripped my hand and pulled it against his cheek. “Oh, Eos,” he choked my name out like a prayer, a repeated entreaty.

“Isra,” I whispered. My voice was low and cracked from disuse.

He whispered something in a language I didn’t know, but which sounded vaguely like Erigenia’s language, and then he laughed wildly, saying, “I thought you were going to die.”

“What happened?” I asked, a knot of silent dread in my belly.

He brought my hand down so he could speak and sat up, but entwined our fingers together tightly, as if he could keep me there by force alone. “Do you remember the battle? You were badly hurt.”

I nodded and looked down, my chest bound tight in bloody yellow-green stained cloth wrapped between my breasts. “Stabbed in the heart.”

“Yes. You came back enough to heal yourself, but the wound reopened. It seemed as if you’d lost your mind, like Sariel’s children had near the end. We had to tie you down.”

I rotated my wrist, feeling the twinge, and saw the marks my struggles had left.

“It was the jackals, wasn’t it? The ones that hurt you before. Their attacks are different, aren’t they?” Isra frowned, desperate for answers, for confirmation.

I nodded and grimaced at an unbidden ache. “Yes, but I handled it. I’ll need to be careful, now. I don’t think I can heal like I used to anymore.” I chuckled at the irony. “Only when necessary, it seems.”

“It’s wise to be cautious,” Isra said, as if he hadn’t been saying that all along. “Ciriacus will want to know you’re awake. They’ve kept the extent of your recovery quiet.” He stood, his closed wings tight against his back, but I grabbed his wrist, pulled him back, suddenly afraid of his departure. “Have they been kind to you?” I asked and took a deep breath. “Have they treated you well for helping us?”

He gave me a strange smile. His wings relaxed open, and the eyes on them watched me fondly. It left a warm, anxious light blooming inside my stomach. “Your Venetia takes many things in stride, but Ciriacus struggles in identifying his allies from his enemies. For the moment, we’re safe at your prince’s stronghold. I’ve been well taken care of, all things considered. It helps that I’ve been able to help you more than their healers.”

He squeezed my hand once and disappeared out the door. His wing-eyes focused on me all the way and I offered them a reassuring smile. Then, alone at last, I laid awake in the lightness of a dimming day thinking about the priestesses of the past and the pins-and-needles magic coiled in the back of my throat. Erigenia, it will be impossible to forget you. 

Soon, Isra returned with Venetia and Ciriacus in tow. Venetia beelined for me, beamed, and took my hand between her own. “This is wonderful, wonderful, to see the old you again.”

I grinned, a bit overcome. “I’m pleased to find myself in my right mind as well.”

“We didn’t know what to do. You’d frightened us, badly, but thanks to Isra, you’ve pulled through.” She brushed my hair behind my ear, and her honey-brown eyes glossed over with relieved tears. Isra slipped back into his chair at my side.

“Yes,” Ciriacus said, standing against the wall, his hazel gaze narrowed and flitting between me and Isra. “We couldn’t let it be publicly known our healer had gone insane.” He brandished a scroll, smacked it with his hands. “Especially not with all this propaganda spreading about you, calling you a murderer, saying you’re involved in conspiracy. Might make our supporters turn against us.”

Disquiet rumbled inside me. “Give it here, Ciriacus.”

He threw the scroll on the bed, and I unrolled the cheap, thin paper. I skimmed over the allegations—some false, some true, others too-close-for-comfort speculation—as the sharp blade of betrayal twisted sharper than the dagger that had cut through my heart. Tarragon’s petty vengeance had been planted, and I wondered how I could dig out the bulbs before they sprouted into my ruin.

I raised an eyebrow, loaded my words with distain. “You believe this, then?”

“Of course not.” Ciriacus leaned over, took the scroll back. We shared a look as he continued, “But there’s enough truth in it to make me worry. This writer raises the issue that you and I had been plotting to overthrow the throne long before the rips emerged.”

“Well it isn’t a lie that we knew each other before.” I cleared my throat, glanced at Venetia and her downcast eyes. It wasn’t Ciriacus who planned to overthrow the queen, no, Tarragon had gotten that wrong. I wasn’t sure how much Venetia knew of Ciriacus and me. It seemed as if both of them held different pieces of the puzzle of my life, which, if they decided to fit them together, would create a whole.

“It simply means things have to change. Sped up, as it were,” Ciriacus said, more to himself.

“We can’t rush into another battle, Ciriacus,” Venetia admonished him. “Especially since we nearly lost the last one.”

“We have to squash this, though.” Ciriacus bit his lip and sighed. “If nothing more so than because we can’t have Ermessenda pulling her support. With her backing, all this dross doesn’t have a solid footing. Another rip has been found, and the sooner we prove our continued effort to save our people, the more our citizens will disregard this nonsense.”

“Speculation will never stop. It shouldn’t affect you so,“ Venetia said.

“Where is the new rip?” I interrupted, as a wave of ennui pulsed over me. Would it ever stop? Would the world ever be better?

“Nothing terrible has emerged out of it, yet,” Venetia said, as if to placate.

“We need to close them all,” Ciriacus said, firm. “This one will be difficult. It’s only exposed with the receding tide.”

“The point is we have time.” Venetia shot Ciriacus a frustrated look and squeezed my hand. “Time to heal. Time to recover.”

I put my hand on the bandages wrapped around my chest. “I’ll do my best, but I have to do this the old way. I’ve overextended myself.”

Isra patted my hand. “That’s wise, Eos.”

“What about you, nephilim?” Ciriacus asked in a harsh tone. “Will you be on our side if Eos cannot fight?”

“Haven’t I done enough?” Isra hissed, his wings fluttering open.

Ciriacus blinked at the venom in Isra’s voice as if surprised. The nephilim glared at the prince. I fought a wave of nausea and slipped back down so the pillows cradled my head.

Ciriacus opened his mouth to respond, but Venetia cut in, “Let’s leave it for now.” She stood and nudged Ciriacus out the door. “Sleep and recover, Eos. We’ll speak on this again tomorrow.” Ciriacus stomped out of the room, his anger a new scent in the stagnant atmosphere.

My eyelids fluttered and I reached out for Isra, felt the dry, warm slide of his fingers against mine. “They expect too much,” Isra shot out, as if he couldn’t contain his irritation. “Why should I be at their beck and call? I only fought to save you—I knew the jackals wouldn’t leave you alone—but I won’t fight against my own kind.”

“Don’t leave,” I said, struck with the notion that he might fly away, now that he’d done his good deed. “I still need you here.”

His starburst eyes softened. “I shouldn’t stay, Eos. It’s dangerous for me, being here. These clay-humans won’t protect me, especially when they discover I won’t be ruled.”

“I’ll protect you,” I said, and let the gentle rose-gold light glow from my throat. “I have the word of Adonai.”

Healing the old way, the natural way, was its own kind of magic. Flesh regrew, edges transformed from inflamed crimson into pinkened raised lines, but it sent me into fevered delirium, blazing hot one moment and freezing the next. Cool wet cloth wiped my forehead and neck. I reached for Erigenia, seeking an outlet, and found that amputated hole where I’d dug her out and cauterized her from me. I wept, inconsolable at the loneliness twisting me into an aching sprawl, until Isra laid beside me and held me in his arms. I told him my story in spurts between hours of exhausted awareness, before the sickness pulled a hood over my head, sending me back into a sweaty hallucination.

When the fever finally broke, my eyelids fluttered open to see him still at my side, his face pinched from exhaustion. “You’ll be the death of me, clay-girl,” he said.

“Come here,” I said weakly, holding my arms out, and I felt that loneliness tighten. I knew down in my marrow that he would disappear now that I had fully healed and pulled through on my own. That he would return to his solitude because to be alone was to survive. It was all he’d known.

He raised a hand and with one finger, traced the curve of my thick brows, the sharp angle of my nose, the arch of my lips. He pushed my spiraling hair back behind my ear. “I can’t.”

His wings were barely open, but I caught bare glimpses of the bright orange that mimicked the rings in his eyes. I let the rose-gold glow fill me. I knew that I could command it, make him obey. Instead, I pushed the song of my body out as symbols, letting the glow seal and cement my wounds closed. He watched with tears filling his eyes as that divinity reached out for him.

Come here. The symbols breathed my want, whispered it around him, let him decide what to do next.

He slipped into that light, propped up over me, the two dimples in his back landmarks for the symbols of healing and life and survival and wellness. I pushed what clothes he had off, stripped the sheets tangled around me away. The symbols rested in the hollows and swells of his nudity like butterflies, soft black legs tickling his flesh as they fluttered their wings of all different colors, orange and black, green and gold, rose and brown. They lounged on his hips, laid in the outcropping of his collarbones, nestled in the sweep of his knee, perched on the tips of his toes. This was what the word of Adonai should have always been used for: in the name of blooming love.

He shuddered, and he looked so lovely, trying to fight this abandon. My hands wandered around the inside of his thighs, and up farther to places that made him gasp softly. He arched his back in response, sending us up in a world of colorful-worded wings that brushed like feathers.

I smiled and continued my progress, making him steady and long in my hands. His eyes were mere slits as they looked down his body at me, and I could just barely catch the amber fire within them. His fingers copied what I had done, caressing my heaving chest, the length of my arms, the shadow of my hips. “I haven’t…” he whispered, closed his eyes tight. “I haven’t really—”

“You want to. I want you.” I inched my legs up to wrap around his waist, nudging him until his weight settled on me. Soon, I was bent under his touch, bowing like a string as he placed his fingers in the most intimate parts of me.

“Slippery as an eel,” he commented and the divine sighed in my laugh as he began to rut against me. When he finally slid inside, he breathed a solemn oath in my ear.

The closer he came, the more he transformed into a creature with countless roving eyes and membranous skin stretching and pulsing as if something lived inside him and badly wanted out. Eyes scattered over his body that usually remained closed tight. They opened and whirled around, finally all locking on me as the center of attention. I whimpered and tried to lock my knees together as he snapped his hips harder, finding a deeper angle.

Isra was emotion unscripted; he contained the purity of rage and passion, exhaustion and exuberance. He kissed me once, warped mouth bowing under the curvature of mine. I urged him on and watched, detached as a hundred tints and shades of power circled us in a spiral and it felt like we were indeed flying with the insects.

“Didn’t I promise,” I whispered, “that you could stay? Didn’t I say I’d protect you?”

“We said for now,” he growled. “Stop tempting me.”

“Let’s make it for longer,” I said, and then as he pushed deeper, I whispered, “Isra.”

My heart beat like I’d run for miles. He inched me closer and closer to that brink, and I finally spilled over it. The stirrings of an outlandish, otherworldly sense touched my mind. Make a home of me, I thought. Let me give you a roof over your head, a body to find comfort. We’ve both been so alone in different ways for so long. The word echoed it, letting him hear it. Feel it.

A wrecked sound came out of his mouth. He buried his face into my neck, stilling, and then shifted up so he laid beside me. “Why can’t we fire beings resist the clay? For longer,” he finally whispered into my skin. “For longer.”


CHAPTER 25

Erigenia

When Ishtahar crushed my skull, I thought I would die in truth this time.

Instead, I lived through the pain. My bones bent, splintered, and fragmented. The ashy spill of my brains coated the floor and became lost in the grains of sand. Like the witches locked in the bogs, I couldn’t fight back. I remained voiceless, suspended in suffering, as the pyramid collapsed and pulverized what remained of my patched-together shape.

It couldn’t get worse. All my fears propelling my decisions to avoid dying like the sacrificed mothers and aunts and sisters of my gathering had come true. I’d worn the torque this whole time. I’d never been able to take it off.

What a terrible realization. What an awful thing to see, that I’d never be free of my fate. That I was still, at my core, suspended on my knees in a bog with gold around my throat symbolizing that this was what I was meant for.

As the pyramid collapsed on top of me, I thought the erasure of my names would ensure my descent into non-existence. If not that, then surely the severed link between Eos and I would be the final nail in my coffin. No such luck.

The shadow-jackals sniffed at the remains of my sutured energy, but they turned back to enjoy feasting on Ishtahar’s remains, instead. Soon, my body of dust and black smears became fully buried under sand and name, leaving me cognizant and trapped in an overwhelming sensation of failure. Wasn’t that the final mockery. Buried like the witches, but now also mentally alive and haunting space. Another nightmare I thought I’d outgrown.

Everything I’d done in both life and death seemed so stupid. Worthless. The destiny I’d actively avoided as a young woman had found me, nonetheless. No final spark of magic sputtered within me. Physically, I’d been mangled. I wanted to scream and cry, but the optical nodes responsible had been clubbed off and lay interred somewhere underground. I existed in darkness.

Time crept by—days, months, years—as I remained face-down in the dirt, driven to terrified madness by analyzing my every action. I couldn’t escape myself, and that in itself was eternal punishment. I couldn’t escape the what if: what if I had stayed with Gwyn, what if I had been kinder to Eos, what if I had let myself truly die on the stake in the middle of a world-ending flood. What if.

I laughed, even though I had no idea where my jaw had gone. When had I ever been that kind? An abyss of insatiable hunger had always endured inside of me. Nothing had ever been enough. That hadn’t changed.

Finally, what brain I did have turned to mush. I simply existed, suspended in discomfort bordering on breathless pain. At some point, it would not be survivable. Rodents dug around my bones. The scratch of their nails nosed around the cracked bowl of my skull. Teeth gnawed at the calcium my broken legs provided. My organs had mummified into unrecognizable meat. Eat at me, I thought, always full of spite. See what nutrients I give.

At some point, the tiny itching-scratching became bigger, smoother, and more of a careful excavation than a scavenger on my carrion. I braced for the crunch of my bones, the determined licking to reach my decomposed marrow.

“There you are.” A familiar voice wrapped around me. “I’ve been looking for you.”

If I’d had lungs I would’ve cried out in disbelief. You’ve broken, I thought. You sad, pathetic wretch, you’ve finally been broken.

The digging intensified. Not claws, but fingernails and finger pads—hands! —turning my remains around so I could see moonlight shining down on that god who I’d fixed the compass of my life and death to: Gwyn.

A pitiful yet urgent wail whistled out of the ragged pipes of my throat. My tongue had cemented to the roof of my mouth. Hope, always so vicious, took my heart and thrashed it about, as if the only way I could learn my lesson was through violence. I understand, I thought, giddy. I survive because others remember my name as I am, not as I was.

“I always seem to find you disemboweled,” Gwyn said with a sigh. My jawbone lay cradled in his hand. He lined it up against the hinges under the drilled holes of what used to be my ears and slotted it back into place. I whimpered, tried to close the hanging horseshoe. Gwyn hushed me. He dug in a leather pouch and held out a seed of light. The whimper became a moan of want. He coaxed the energy down my throat. It felt like revitalization: cold, clean water rushing into my stomach, the sudden unexpected lift of fresh air, the dandelion-float of renewed vigor.

“You took us on quite a journey,” Gwyn continued. “How you managed to get this far away astounds me.” He sounded fondly annoyed, as if I’d have to make it up to him, and I blanched, shocked that I might be able to do just that.

A new face peered down at me over Gwyn’s shoulder. Guilt tightened everything that I could feel, making my insides constrained and knotted. I mouthed, Ariel.

Scars crisscrossed Ariel’s chest and shoulders in lines of jagged gray and pink. The nephilim signed to Gwyn and the antlered god smiled as he translated. “Ariel says he’s disappointed that you left us in our time of need and he expects you to help him train his hellhounds as repentance.”

Of course, I wanted to say. That and anything else you might need. I’ll raise the small monster-child, I’ll muck out the skeleton-horse stables, I’ll clean up your cookfires.

After all, how could I have forgotten Ariel? How could I have gone to Eos with his life front and foremost on my mind, and end up here, back to saving myself? Had I been so blind, so foolish, all my life? Disappointment had poisoned me with bitterness. It never crossed my mind that there might be people who missed me when I was gone, who came looking for me. Who saved me time and time again.

I never considered that there might be people who liked me simply for who I was, instead of what I could give them.

I’m sorry, I mouthed. It felt insufficient.

Gwyn fed me another seed of light. “Let’s gather you up,” he said and picked up what he could of me. In his arms, I felt like something precious and fragile. A gust of wind whistled through my ribcage, played the xylophone of my mottled spine. Anything harsher would disintegrate me to dust.

Gwyn took me inside a tent and laid me out on a blanket, leaving me with a smile to find the rest of me. My mind went blissfully blank as I studied the canvas and grass weave of the shelter. Even though my physical shape had been scattered to the four corners, I somehow felt incredibly safe. Throughout, Ariel and Gwyn meandered in and out of the tent with handfuls of my fossils and discolored dust, setting it beside me.

A hitch strung through the dried plums of my lungs. This was a gift and I had to be better. The cost of the freedom I'd fought for since birth had always been blood and hurt. Now, I’d miraculously accomplished my goal: I had freedom from non-existence, too. Freedom from Eos. I’d solidified this Erigenia in the lives of others who never knew the me of before, the Erigenia who never decayed, who’d been alive.

I couldn’t waste it. I had to be better than I was.

At some point, the moon shifted across the sky again, and the endless night restarted. Gwyn and Ariel puttered at the entrance flap. Ariel’s fingers shifted from delicate details into broad sweeps of language. Gwyn nodded and kissed him on the cheek, signed a response, and Ariel huffed before ducking out of the tent. Gwyn and I were alone.

He sat cross-legged beside me and opened the leather bag. Seeds of energy tumbled into his palm like lost buttons of different sizes. He fed them to me one at a time. Again, that sensation of hope, of peace, enveloped me.

He smiled at my whimper of appreciation. “Don’t worry, Erigenia,” he whispered, and my heart sighed at his baritone. “I’m familiar with your charnel house.”

It took a long time to rebuild me. His dark eyes focused on the alignment of my spine, his deft fingers nudging the discs into a straight line. He pounded out the twists in my ulnas, bonded the jagged break of shoulder blades into flat planes. And all the time, a new kind of grief slowly overwhelmed me, because things were different now. Things had changed.

With his time and dedication, I was able to run my pink tongue over strong teeth, again. As the moon reset once more, my toes tingled and curled in delight at the sensation. Adoration colored the way Gwyn studied the swoop of my neck, the flexibility of my fingers. I was his masterpiece, painted with precision and tested to ensure I’d been crafted whole.

“Gwyn.” My voice was but a hoarse whisper. “I need to tell you something.”

He shifted the bowed support of my legs and I sighed in relief at the feeling. He raised an eyebrow at me in question, focused wholly on the balance of my sacrum.

I swallowed hard. “You always said that Eos and I were one and the same to you.”

Again, the raised eyebrow.

“I don’t think we’re the same anymore.” I coughed to clear the rough catch in my tone. “We separated from each other. I’m no longer part of her. She’s no longer a part of me.” The statement ran hollow inside me, the acknowledgment of a removed limb or lost organ. The place where I used to cleave to her, now a puckered, charred emptiness. Something both longed for and yet grieved over.

Again, the raised eyebrow. But at least his head tilted to the side in thought.

I wanted to cry but could produce nothing but dry hacks that wheezed through my throat like a breeze against a wind chime. I had to get this out. “I know you loved both of us together. She was the good piece. Me, I’ve done nothing but terrible things. I’m dead. I managed to stay corporeal by eating life to sustain my own. I’m terrified of dying but I understand, if you decide she’s the one you want.” I barely held it together. “That if you had to choose between us, you’d pick her.”

He sat back, his hands cradled in his lap. His silence would kill me. My confession continued to spill out of me, words to fill that horrible silence. “If you feel like you need to end me, I accept that, too.”

“I’m not going to kill you.” He looked exasperated

“But you might want to. You might not love me anymore. It’s just me now. Erigenia. I have none of Eos’ compassion, none of that wide-eyed openness. I understand if I’m not enough—”

“I love you just as you are.” Amusement glimmered in his dark eyes, played in the dimples of his smile. “It doesn’t matter if you’re different, now. My love is still unchanged.”

“Oh.” My face crumbled and tears finally washed over my eyes like rain in a drought. Gwyn leaned forward and stroked my hair. “You’re the only man I’ve ever loved in the human way, the real way,” I managed to choke out.

“The only man?” he said, bewildered. As if my turn of phrase had been too strange for him to comprehend.

I pulled back, color high on my cheeks. “That’s not what I meant. I love you as you are. I’ve loved women and angels and the earth, of course, but never like this. Man to woman, or I suppose male to female. That is to say, what I’m trying to say, is I’ve never been…so intimate with someone like you before.” My hands waved in the air, delighting in being able to wave again in this newly put-together body, but wishing I could cut my own tongue out again simply to make myself shut up. You sad, pathetic wretch.

“Would you prefer if I was…like the women? Like the angels?” His eyebrows furrowed.

“No, absolutely not. I’ve had my share of wingbacks and gods. I mean, not the god of you, of course. Never you.”

He hummed and pinched his eyes closed. His face suddenly softened, and the girth of his shoulders transferred to his hips. “More like your shape, then?” he asked, sounding highly amused as his baritone lightened up to an alto.

“How did you do that?” In awe, I traced his newly feminine form, enchanted.

He shrugged and finally—finally—leaned closer for a kiss I was unable to resist. “If it doesn’t please you, I can change back.”

“No, absolutely not,” I repeated. My smile could’ve been its own sun. “Gwyn, what will the others think? What will Ariel think?”

“Honestly?” He leaned over me until I cradled his hips between my thighs. “They won’t notice.”

I’m going to live, I thought as I claimed his mouth with my own. This time around, I’m going to live.


CHAPTER 26

Eos

The ocean tide pulled back and out, slowly revealing the slender rip cutting through the sand. Water cascaded down into its interior, as if being poured into a deep well, and the rip rumbled with sucking want, needing more.

Sunlight caused bursts of light to refract off the white-crested waves. I squinted into the bright white wash of midday, the bridge of my nose most likely turning pink. The black pearl pulsed against my finger, awaiting the cool rush of ocean spray and blood over its black surface. Divine power curled tenderly against my throat. I’d learned the basic mechanics on how to command it through trial and error as I’d healed. Asking too much of it, without an initial vessel to temper it, sent me from cohesiveness one moment to suddenly skipping time the next. It had become commonplace for me to try coaxing the divine word out as symbols in my tidy room, to opening my eyes the next, half-clothed and wandering the grounds with Isra frantically shouting for me. 

In times like those, spots of red and infected brown appeared down my throat as welts that hurt as if burned. At some point, I discovered if I used my own healing abilities as a buffer, I could infuse my song with divinity and extend its reach. Like an octopus, where the tentacles were the reaching arms of the word, still attached to the body of my centralized power. Managing my own madness that ricocheted back on me became a game of identifying what was reality and blocking out that which, logically, couldn’t exist. Isra and I had practiced together, between laughter and presses of mouths. Despite the worry curling my stomach, it was joy that ultimately helped in battering the insanity back. A light against the darkness.

The sparse army crept closer to the rift, Captain Odino at the helm. Citizens gathered at a safe distance to enjoy the battle. Queen Ermessenda and her entourage straddled the space in front of the citizens and behind the army to combat the rumors proclaiming her a tyrant—over both her heirs and her people. Her words were no longer enough; her presence was now required to show her support. Talleyrand paced and kicked up sand beside her horse, his request to fight denied. He had to show support for his ruler and consort, first and foremost.

Venetia’s power spun out from her hands like thread wrapped around the spindle of her body. The symbols drawn on the sand under her feet tethered the black sheets that stitched the rift closed. Next to her, Ciriacus remained strangely calm. Still, nothing emerged from the rip.

The ocean continued to withdraw. Gradually, the waves revealed a series of tall dark shapes distributed along the beach. Unease flowed through me and I looked up at Isra, who fiercely refused to fight. Seeking revenge against Adonai’s messengers was one thing, but battling his fellow nephilim crossed a line in his moral compass. He stood beside me as guardian, only. His mouth parted in confusion as he peered at the new structures, and his wings expanded in anticipation. “Have you seen anything like this before?” he asked. 

I didn’t answer. Could those be…bodies standing in the water? Bodies waiting?

“Eos,” Isra called softly as I inched forward. Venetia tied off the final stitch binding the rip with ease. Confusion lingered in the air as the soldiers and fighters turned toward Captain Odino, wondering what to do. Odino turned to Venetia, sending the silent query up the chain of command.

Then, as one, the sea-bodies began to march forward out of the water.

“They’re melusina,” I said, horror overcoming me. “They’re the melusina corpses.”

No one else had seen the women hung on crosses in Rahab’s grotto—the women sacrificed and forgotten or lost to the ocean, who’d struck a bargain to leave their mortal forms for the sisterhood and live the life the master of the oceans promised. Somehow, their human chassis had been freed and resurrected to fight.

“It’s not a rift,” I said, running back to Ciriacus and Venetia. “It’s not a rift. This is an attack. Ciriacus, this is Rahab, the angel of the deep. Who had the Book of Raziel.”

Ciriacus frowned, looking beyond me as the ocean receded further back than the tide ever should. “What does that mean?” he asked sharply. “What does he want?”

The pit in my stomach knew, but I refused to acknowledge it. “Revenge? I don’t know, Ciriacus but I do know we can’t fight them—they’re already dead!”

A battle cry filled the air. I whipped around as the melusina-vessels marched onshore, wielding algae-wet axes and knives of gleaming abalone. The first wave of soldiers mowed them down, but then wordlessly, the women found their feet again, and tore into the army without hesitation. Screams overpowered the steady rush of the tide. Blood pooled on the wet sand.

“Call for a retreat,” I yelled at Ciriacus as I leapt into the fray, laying hands on those crawling for safety. I dodged the sea-women as best I could. While the soldiers shrieked in terror, I was familiar with decay. Their skin sloughed off, their hair tangled off their heads as wet snarls, eyes pinched to soft puddles of jelly in their sockets. They fought silently and almost too-smooth, as if slick kelp and water lubricated their movements.

Still, no matter how many times they were cut down, they got back up. I let the divine word slip out of me gently, rising ten to every one human healed on my own. I urged them to safety. The fight was useless. We would be slaughtered.

The pearl on my finger became tight as a tourniquet, making the digit swell and turn blue. The thunder of wings roared from above, and I glanced back to see Isra transform and sweep into the battle, slashing and sawing at the sea-women to draw attention while slaves and soldiers ushered to retreat.

The water rushed suddenly towards us, a wave released, pushing me and everyone else down to our knees. I stumbled to my feet to see, beyond the sea-women, the true melusine perched on jagged rocks. The rolling waves split and opened like a clam, revealing Rahab standing in the middle. The blue robe lay like a slice of deep-sea darkness over his shoulders, the pale fish underbelly of his skin iridescent as fish scales in the sunlight. He smiled at me, wide and immense, and beckoned me to him.

Baiting me. Enticing me. If I didn’t obey, we would all perish underneath this undead horde of melusina-vessels. Not only would they slaughter our army, they would advance further onshore, coming for Ilihannon’s people. The awful music of the dying filled my ears, screams of terrors from the onlookers amplifying it like an echo.

Isra roared as the sea-women climbed him like a mountain, their shell-swords sticking the blinking eyes on his body. He ripped the sea-women off, throwing them to the ground where they crunched like insects. Yet, they still got back up. The sound of retreat sounded from behind me. I knew what I had to do. I took a deep breath and waded out into the water.

I had the word of Adonai. The divine rested against my throat. I was not defenseless.

The cold sluice of ocean numbed my feet. Two melusina dove from their rocky seat and swam to me. They grabbed my arms, yanking me through the white-capped waves to the sea mount Rahab perched on. Other melusina dove into the water and soon the ocean around us teemed with leviathans: their rolling black eyes, their wide toothy grins, gliding just beneath the surface. Waiting.

“Thought you could escape me, titan?” Rahab mused, running a wet finger down my cheek. He took my hand and raised it up to study the engorged pearl. The light reflected off the curved surface, making the black now a slick pool of green, pink, and silver hues.

“Did you do all this for my attention?” I demanded, breathless. “You have it now. What do you want from me?” But I already knew.

“I want what’s mine. What you promised me. We made a bargain, didn’t we?” His thumb swiped over the pearl and the black hue shone brighter, faceted, like a glittering gem. Somewhere deep inside, I felt the foundation of my self shift.

“We did,” I gritted out, “but I told you I won’t be one of your toys. I promised only a piece of myself, not the whole. You can take this back.” I waggled my finger at him, even as the bluff curdled on my tongue.

“No honor amongst clay-humans, is there?” He huffed out a laugh. His gaze felt like a whirlpool pulling me down. “I thought your prince would’ve told you, since the two of you seem so close. This is the beginning of a new flood that will wipe the world clean. Another fresh slate to begin anew. One orchestrated by your Ciriacus and his Adonai.”

My heart plummeted, overwhelmed from the tempest storm of my shock. I finally understood the legend’s marks to decrypt the map of Ciriacus’ ambition: his preaching about Adonai’s mercy to the slaves, his determination to prove his leadership and showmanship against the nephilim by closing all the rips, his machinations to curate an army dedicated solely to him.

“Why? Why would you ever partake in such a plan?” I asked, grasping for straws. “You hate Adonai. Why help him?”

Rahab rubbed the pearl again and said, bitterly, “I get nothing but the opportunity to serve my maker once more.”

“You don’t have to flood this world.” I grasped his hand, looking for a lifeline. The divinity of the word warmed my throat. I reached for it like I would grip a hilt.

“My essence was crafted for destruction, Eos. I belong to Him, just as you belong to me. We cannot defy our makers.”

“You have. You did, once,” I said and the waves rose, surpassing far above my head, melding into the hue of the sky so I couldn’t tell the difference.

“I learned my lesson. As will you. It’s now or never, titan,” Rahab said. “You can drown with the clay-humans, or you can bow down to me and accept the terms of your deal to live under the waves as mine.”

“I choose them,” I whispered, and infused the divine rose-gold light into my words. The fate of Erigenia pealed within me. If I could cut her out, I could cut Rahab out, too.

“An unacceptable choice, but as you wish. It won’t matter. When the water drowns this world, and you along with it, you’ll be mine anyway.”

I wrapped the rose-gold light around the pearl, just as I had done to the rot of Madame Decay. The pearl pulsed in distress as it broke from the metronome of my heartbeat and sought its own—now a weak moth flutter.

“I’m not yours,” I said. “This piece of me is yours. Take it back. That’s all you’ll have: one infinitesimal sliver of me.”

I dug Rahab’s claim out of me, the divine word like an axe carving out its pound of flesh, and it hurt so much worse than cutting out Erigenia ever had. A keening vibration expanded in my chest, spilling from my mouth as a high-pitched wail. Colors faded away, but instead of a black-and-gold threaded world, I saw an infrastructure of coral connecting us; the contract between us as a living, breathing promise.

The word of Adonai bleached the coral, sending Rahab’s angelic essence scuttling back. Heat rendered the bond a hollow thing until it withstood as only a fragile arch. I brought the word of Adonai down on it like a hammer.

The hammer strike stole my hearing, leaving behind only a ringing echo and sense-ache of what used to be there. Rahab’s mouth moved at a rapid pace, but I could only make out a hushed static buzz. The word of Adonai surged within me, eager for more. It urged me to strike him down, sizzle the acres of ocean into steam, and dismember him as punishment. 

Yes, I agreed. Strike him down once and for all.

Oleaginous arms suddenly wrapped tight around me. With a backward tug, ocean plunged over my head with striking cold, breaking my concentration controlling the word of divinity. I was thrown and my back hit the shore hard. I panted for breath and saw the melusina slink back toward the ocean. They’d ripped me away from their master. Protecting him at all costs.

The sea-bodies stared down at me as their ocean-born souls splashed further into the depths. Sunlight caught their blades, reflecting oval rainbows. I snarled at them, prepared to smite, when the ocean rushed forward with a deafening roar, ready to flood and drown. I waited for the inevitable hit.

Blue lines of power spiraled out from behind me, crafting a cross-stitched dam holding back the wall of water. In the distance, Rahab raised his hands higher and the water surged. Ciriacus’ power held. Rahab’s face transformed into incandescent rage and then he looked up into the sky, as if listening, and a new rose-gold light wove into Ciriacus’ power to strengthen it.

Venetia threw out her power to join Ciriacus’, binding the tsunami back. The roar saturated the air, an ongoing boom of vast quantities of ocean suspended without being able to release its crash. The sea-women collapsed, as if all their strings had been cut. Heads rolled off shoulders, arms dislocated from sockets, as the bodies tumbled into parts on the slick sand.

I staggered to my feet, stumbling for Ciriacus. “What did you do?” I demanded, grabbing him by the armored shoulders and trying to shake him. He smiled at me, something all-knowing and condescending. There he was again: the man who’d tried to carve spirits out of my chest, who demanded I give heart and soul to Adonai’s cause—to his cause.

“I’m going to cleanse this world, Eos. Like we would’ve done with Enoch. This is just the beginning.” He shoved my grip off his collar.

Behind him, Ermessenda leapt off her horse as much as a pregnant woman could and approached her son. Talleyrand trailed behind her, concern plain on his face. I let Ciriacus go, realizing this fight wasn’t simply between mother and son. It would extend to Ilihannon’s people as well.

“What is this, Ciriacus?” Ermessenda asked, soft with awe. “My son, what extraordinary power is this?”

Ciriacus smirked and turned on his mother’s astonishment, nearly glowing with pride. “You finally recognize my power, Ermessenda? Do you finally see that I am a force to be reckoned with and not a defiant child at your feet?”

Ermessenda’s dark brows furrowed. The parental satisfaction leaked away, replaced with a familiar scowl. “How dare you talk to me like that in front of our people.”

“My people,” Ciriacus corrected, stepping back and holding his arms out wide to encompass the slaughtered army, the expanse of ocean, the fragile levee of black and blue power. His voice rose, strong and clear. “My power holds back the catalyst of destruction. All brought on our heads by my mother’s deeds and misrepresentation of the people. Did Isis save this world? Did Isis give me this gift to hold back the ocean?”

Dread and admiration saturated the air cut only by the purr of the contained ocean. I knelt beside Isra, took his weight as he collapsed back into human-shape. Blood pooled from endless cuts and mars on his body. Numbness filled me and I could do nothing but sit and watch as Ciriacus’ plan unfolded.

“Isis has done nothing,” he continued. “I have the power of the true god at my fingertips. One who shows mercy, who freed the slaves from their shackles. He has given me the ability to save each and every one of you. I am the vessel for His voice and I have been fighting this enemy since day one!”

Ermessenda hissed something unintelligible. Her guard surrounded her in a protective circle.

“The time for change has come. We cannot live in such a cruel world,” Ciriacus said. “I’ll give you, Ermessenda, the choice. Surrender your throne to me or surrender Isis. I won’t fight you for power, but I will fight you for the truth. Either I will be on the throne as king, or you will accept Adonai’s light and I will be your cleric to herald the true religion.”

‘How dare you!” Ermessenda shrilled. “You’re nothing but a traitor. Take him.”

The exhausted army did not move. Citizens, soldiers, and slaves surveyed mother and son, and finally like the parting of the tides, chose their side. Bystanders faded away into the ruin of Ilihannon’s outskirts with tales on their tongues. A new guard formed around Ciriacus. This one was built out of loyalty.

“I’ll let you have time to decide,” Ciriacus said. “But mark my words, I will gather my armies and make the decision for you. Adonai’s tablets will be erected in Ilihannon’s streets. His voice will be heard.”

Ermessenda’s chest heaved. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. Ciriacus backed away, and his guard automatically turned to protect him.

He paused beside me. “Take your time to decide, Eos. I believe you’re better suited with her anyway, to help her see the truth. No one knows me better than you.”

Any response I had died. I looked behind me to see the wall of water—a spectrum of blue—an actual reminder of imminent destruction waiting to be unleashed. Ciriacus didn’t need to wage a war. He didn’t need to use threats or manipulation or indulge in court scandal. He simply needed to unravel his power and let nature have its way to eradicate us all. I nodded and Ciriacus lifted his head toward the sun, the light illuminating his pale hair like a halo, as he retreated.

Isra wrapped his arms around me. His wings limply shaded us from the bright steaks of sunlight reflecting off the mountain of ocean. It was only then, that I noticed my pearl had been broken, shattered like a cracked egg, and nothing remained inside it.


CHAPTER 27

Eos

“Can he truly unleash the ocean on us?” Ermessenda asked, again.

I’d lost count of how many times she’d repeated the question, oscillating between incredulity and soft consternation. How often we'd answered her with hums of agreement, steadfast yeses, and comforting I’m afraid so.

I shrugged, swaying from exhaustion. After Ciriacus had departed, I’d stayed on the beach, healing those I could while the royals conferred with their advisors in private. Now, back in her lavish sitting room, I could barely hold my head up as Ermessenda interrogated me with question after question, padded with the same underlying hope: that I could promise her a no, that her son didn’t have the capability to drown the world. I wouldn’t lie. Even Ciriacus had known that I’d show her the truth.

“How much of you is holding the water back, Venetia?” I asked, ignoring the monotony of will he, will he, and looking for a plan, instead.

Venetia paced, her fingers rubbing her lower lip. Fear troubled her, the enormity of what the future held suddenly a pit of the unknown. “Some,” she finally admitted. “Hardly all. Aunt, if we could combine our powers, sink your abilities into mine, we might be able to replace his strength with ours in totality and keep the flood back.”

“But then we would be vulnerable to attack.” Ermessenda pursed her lips. Her hands caressed her stomach, and I knew her mind lay with her unborn child, not with the lives of her realm. She would not put her child at risk, not even to save the world.

Talleyrand touched my shoulder. I leaned into his strength. “Ciriacus isn’t bluffing,” I said. “He’s not one for cat and mouse. There’s always been a cleanness to his plans. He wants this done and over with, doesn’t want to drag out a messy war.” I took a deep breath. “He will only give you days. Then, he will come for you.”

“What about your powers?” Ermessenda demanded of me. “What can you contribute? You know him better than I do. How can you help us?”

I’d wondered that myself, even going so far as to carefully pulsate the word of Adonai out of my throat as word-scissors to snip along one of Ciriacus’ blue lines that held the ocean at bay. My scissors were either dull or Ciriacus had braided steel in those cables with Adonai’s strength. Either way, Adonai’s will could not contradict itself, no matter who controlled the power, and Ciriacus was chosen. “You’ve seen the extent of my abilities, my queen,” I sighed. “I can heal. Gods do not converse with me.”

Ermessenda let out a snarl of frustration and turned back to face the roaring fireplace, her hands protective and her shoulders hunched. Talleyrand carefully slipped from my side to approach her, slow as if readying to soothe a skittish horse. His arm wound around her and she sunk into his touch, her head settling against his shoulder. Relief showed on his face and I wondered how many times his tender touch had been spat on.

“Perhaps I will retire,” I said softly, and Venetia offered me a warm smile of agreement. I left the royals to their council, heading back to the room I’d shared with Isra for the time being. A familiar pang of yearning strummed through me as I opened the door. I missed our house, the safety and comfort of the bed, the pastoral puttering of him cooking and me enjoying the mornings.

Inside the room, I kicked my shoes off and found Isra tucked into a steaming hot bath. He wiped cloth and salve over his skin, picking out grains of sand and other debris from his wounds. Relief filled me as he offered me a tired smile. I undressed, and slipped into the hot water with him, a hiss of pleasure seeping from me as the heat tingled my skin.

Our knees knocked together. I spread my legs to bracket each side of him. His punctured eyes along his shoulders and chest wept yellow pus and bloody flux. I took the cloth from him, and he tried to mask his pain as I touched him. The divine order slipped off my tongue without thought as a light and airy balm. The symbols soothed the puckered ruins—not just to heal but repair them completely.

His wince eased. “You’re getting good at that,” he said.

I leaned my forehead into his shoulder, letting the heat and comfort overwhelm me until I spoke what lay in my heart. “What a disaster,” I muttered.

“I still think I’m right, you know,” he said. “Striking out on my own sounds like a good plan. Leave these clay-creatures to their own demise. Bringing another flood on top of us, I'm not surprised.”

“Mm,” I said, feeling the same. “Take me with you.”

“Obviously,” he said, and I heard his smile. “You’re the only clay I like.” He laid a kiss on the crown of my head and I let loose a soft sigh. His hand stroked down my back and suddenly stilled. “Eos…” he said, and the sudden concern in his voice made me lift my head in question. “There’s something on your back.” He reached around and scraped at the skin. I felt something lift and peel off my flesh with wet suction.

“What is it?” I shrieked, hearing a soft pop, and I rushed further into his arms, pressing both of us into one end of the bathtub.

Whatever he held slithered out of his hands, inexplicably full of life as a long line of color matching my skin and plopped into the water. Together, we scrambled out of the tub, landing in a pile of slick limbs on the mosaic tile.

“What was it?” I asked, hunched on the cold floor. Give me floods and gods any day, anything but the great unknown of a creature stuck to my skin.

“I don’t know,” he said, his wings spread out in aggression. “It looked like a leech stuck to your spine.”

I reached behind me to feel as best I could, touched a tender raised line down my back. Slowly, I inched closer to the tub and scrutinized the dirtied water, full of soap and blood. A flicker of an elongated creature broke the surface, the thin thing swimming in circles. My breathing hitched, and scales shifted from flesh to white-gray, as if in camouflage with the water.

“Do you see it?” Isra asked, shuffling up beside me.

“Sweet Isis,” I whispered, even as an abrupt protective instinct roared through me. The water was full of filth and human grease and whatever that thing was it should not be swimming in it.

I reached down before I could stop myself, submerging my arm. A cold slide writhed around my wrist and wrapped up to my elbow. I pulled out what looked like a shaking serpent. Its tiny heartbeat flickered against my skin. Recognizable to me as the same throb of the pearl.

The broken gem sat as a crunched shell on my finger. My mind grasped for an explanation, a sudden unthinkable pattern emerging as I stroked the elongated back of creature. It uttered a soft purr, something sounding between a kitten and snake. Isra crept closer to me, his hair falling into his face as he stared at the serpent.

“What is it?” I whispered.

He peered closer, bringing his hand up to point at the serpent’s heaving sides. “It has wings,” he said, awed.

Slotted against the serpent’s back as two small humps rose gelatin-like capsules, clear enough to see the lay of feathers folded within. I pet them gently and the serpent curled up tighter, as if in negation. I brought the creature closer to my chest, holding its chilled coil against my warmth, and stared up at Isra in a sort of shocked wonder.

“You said Rahab had claimed a piece of you as his,” Isra said, sounding faint. “You broke that piece of you off.”

I nodded dumbly, faced with a looming realization I couldn’t yet fit together. “Erigenia was part of me, but separate,” I said. “With the pearl, I forced that part of me into separation. Cut it out.”

“Made it corporeal.” He stared down at the creature. His tongue swept out to wet his lower lip.

“It’s the part of me that would’ve been a melusina, isn’t it?” I said, and even to my own ears, I sounded frantic. “It’s the part of me that is a melusina.”

“Part melusina,” Isra finished. “Part angel. Part human.”

My breathing sped up. The serpent uttered another purring sound, only this one sounded vaguely human. The cold loop of it thickened, becoming soft and fleshy, until I held what might pass as a human toddler in my arms, with wings still tucked in their developmental sacs and legs still as one long, fat twist of serpent tail.

“It’s imprinting.” Isra said, dazed. “Becoming more like you.”

“Your assumptions are not helping,” I pointed out.

“But that’s what it’s doing,” he said and reached out to run a hand along the creature’s back. A bold intuition screeched at me to slap him away, tuck the creature somewhere safe and moist and warm until it could defend itself. It was the same reaction to when I’d lost the pearl and found it again. A sheltering reflex.

Tiny eyes opened and blinked in a row along the serpent’s spine at Isra’s touch. The pupils were far too round to be able to focus. Newborn blind. My breath hitched. In my arms, the creature began to warm, its stubby tail wrapping around my waist as best it could. “It’s trying to look more like you,” Isra whispered. “More like me.”

“What do I do?” I asked, looking down at the creature, caressing the soft black curls matted on its head. I shifted it up more into a cradle, studying the too wide and heavy eyes fighting slumber, the soft coo slipping from its mouth pattered with tiny pink scales. It shifted in my arms, seeking closeness. Melusina, angel, and clay.

“What have I made?” I asked, feeling a crest of uncertainty and adoration engulf me. “Isra, what have I done?”

“I don’t know,” he said, leaning forward to touch it—a child, it was a child—again. “It’s somehow part of you, Eos, but it’s so small, so young.”

“What do I do?” I asked again, so lost.

“What else can you do, but protect it?”

I shuddered as the melusine-child cuddled closer and soft snores hissed from its slack mouth. There was always a price, wasn’t there? Always a price for power and freedom.

A gentle touch stroked my forehead, splintering the cover of sleep like a layer of thin ice. I opened my eyes, the light from the moon creating a layer of sharpness to the shapes in the room. Isra slept beside me, curled inward. My melusina-baby, soul-child—what could I even describe it as? —lay warm between us, face plastered against the scar bisecting my chest.

I looked up and saw the queen standing beside the bed, her hair around her like a mad cloud. A silk nightgown cut low between Ermessenda’s breasts and flared around her legs like a wave. A black knit shawl draped over her shoulders. She put a finger to her lips and beckoned me. I untangled myself from the mess of legs and reaching arms and coiling tail but was able to rise. Isra barely woke as I eased the child into his arms, where it nestled into his chest with a soft snuffle, the tail reaching around to wrap around the joint of Isra’s wing.

What a sight. I couldn’t comprehend what I felt for it, but primarily an uncanny unease paired with a bursting sensation of wonder. The child was part of me—sawed off like the bud of a plant, unexpectedly its own unique creation. 

Ermessenda grabbed my wrist, pulling me silently toward the door. As soon as it closed behind us with a small click, she led me down the hallway, her barefoot steps sure and quiet. I struggled to keep up with her long strides. My chest heaved as we descended an unending number of stairs, protesting against so much exertion.

Underground now, of that I was sure, from the moldy damp smell. The sound of water grew louder the further down we went until it roared like a rushing current. Ermessenda stopped so abruptly I almost ran into her. Her scent wafted into my nostrils and the silk under my hands felt cool as I steadied myself against her back. An eerie blue light lit up the cave’s passageway.

In front of us hung a drape of darkness so severe it hurt to look at. Ermessenda took in a breath and held it. A shudder raced through her and she let go of my wrist, falling to the floor, a piece of white chalk in her hands. She began drawing a multitude of symbols in an arc on the ground, the chalk screeching along the stone and breaking in places. She muttered words I had never heard before. The symbols meant nothing to me, but they resembled what Venetia drew when she created her shadow-stitches.

The darkness moved nonetheless, almost like a gust had whipped by and lifted it, while the eerie blue light grew stronger, edged in yellow.

White dust covered Ermessenda’s hands as she finished and she flung her head backwards, black hair curling down her back, her hands lifted almost in reverence to the shadows. The darkness cover shifted, lifted, dissolving in the closed air.

Ermessenda opened her eyes and slumped forward. I helped her to her feet. Before us was an alcove lit with numerous candles placed on mismatched candleholders. Makeshift drapes hiding the harsh stone walls rustled in an otherworldly wind. In the middle of the alcove yawned an open abyss in the floor, considerable in its width, extensive and unending.

Ermessenda gripped my hand and guided me into the room.

“What is all this?” I asked, flabbergasted.

A small smirk played on her lips. “The movement of darkness hides my secrets. My mother taught her daughter well. You can’t imagine how heartbreaking it has been that I haven’t passed down my magic to a daughter.” She held in a breath. “Yet. Yet.”

Her enchantments felt primordial, ringing like a tuned string’s tremolo. She led me to the hole, big enough to fit three people with room to spare, and I looked into the black water. It rippled like a spill of oil, reflecting the candlelight in shades of purple and green. The frayed stone jutted as if it had been smashed. I peered into the depths, reminded of falling into the ocean where sea monsters waited. A rift.

Ermessenda stood behind me. “That night when the stars began to fall….” Her voice animated soft and quiet, as if the cavity frightened her.

I nodded, wondering if she truly knew what those stars were, if she knew that this portal had been caused by a celestial war. That somehow that unrelated war had caused such upheaval in her own world.

“One of the stars crashed into the palace, destroying a whole wing, and lit everything on fire. The earth opened up to accept it, but the fissure never closed. I covered it up for my own exploration because within that meteor’s ring of fire I swore I saw a face.” She paused and licked her lips, suddenly hesitant to continue. “Nothing ever emerged from it, not like the rips Venetia closed and yet that face haunted me. Then, Ciriacus spoke of nephilim-monsters, giants that would kill us all. I’d never heard a whiff of such a legend. You all knew so much more than I did, and I began to test the boundaries of the rip, learn from it, discover the truth on my own.”

Entranced with her story, I sat beside the gap, feeling the cold stone leak its bitter taste into my skin.

She continued. “One night, I tied a thick rope around my waist and with the help of my mother’s spells, went inside. Passing through it, I was in a realm I had never seen before. I landed on ground made of chewed up bones that cut my bare feet. The sky was a greenish hue. I could see the hole I had come through like a black circle in the new sky. It was cold, and beyond a river, trees screamed through the grooves in their bark. There was some kind of force pushing against me, like it wanted to press me together and stop me from breathing.

“It was then that this thing came out of the haze. He didn’t walk, but instead crawled on his arms and legs, his body arched upwards like a crab.” Ermessenda shuddered. “His face turned sideways as if his head was coming off of his spine. He was blind, but he could smell me. I could see all of his rotten teeth and his olive tongue. He screeched and ran at me on those twisted limbs. I barely climbed the rope in time. He had my ankle in an iron grip, but I kicked him off and pulled myself up through the hole.” She looked at me with eyes bright with fear. I wondered how many nights this sightless fiend plagued her.

“Why are you showing this to me?” I asked. “You’ve seen what exists within them, what emerges out of them. Why keep it open and risk that?”

“There is a power there, Eos, power I cannot reach or harness. What if Ciriacus is urging us to close the rips because something exists within it that could defeat him? Your Isra is from that place, is the same make as the nephilim-monsters we hunted, and yet he fights at your side. We’ve waged a war on those same creatures without understanding them, all at the behest of Ciriacus’ command.”

I paused and looked down into the rift. She was right, in a way. The rebellion had fallen through this world into a new, adjacent one. An army of the defeated who had stood up to a god waited somewhere in those pits. How deep did their fury go? Could they be persuaded to amass again, fight again?

“I agreed to his plan because I didn’t have a stronger advisor. I didn’t have a better plan, especially when the nephilim destroyed the city. But what if Ciriacus struck the first blow, initiated a war that, in our ignorance, we could not argue against?”

I let out a shaky breath. “Ciriacus has always known more than I ever have.”

“And now he holds Ilihannon hostage, holds me and the people hostage, with this flood. You know my son well, I don’t know how, but we can both agree he has been blessed by a god. Nothing I know of can stop him. I cannot defend myself with the tools of man or the powers of my lineage. I need to fight back with something just as godlike.”

“What are you asking of me?” I said softly, but I already knew.

She bent and took my hands in her beseeching ones. “You’ve proven yourself worthy. Venetia trusts you. Yet your connection with Ciriacus is bold, unforeseen. My advisors see you as his, a spy within our ranks. The propaganda supports it, your closeness with each other too obvious. I am asking you, no, I am pleading with you, to descend into this dominion and find something, anything, that will help save us. Warriors like Isra who will rally on our side to defeat Ciriacus. I cannot do it. I cannot risk my child, nor can I leave my throne. Not now.”

I gaped at her, speechless. Sending me on a mission into an uncharted kingdom?

She took my face in her hands, her frigid thumbs stroking my cheeks and she laid her forehead against mine, her voice a whispering plea. “I haven’t believed in hope for so long, but I have it now, and I am putting it in you.”

Her entire empire was at stake, her monarchy threatened by the child of her womb. Yet, I did not care for crowns or countries. I did care for the people I had grown to know and love. The blood that ran in my veins meant that Adonai would damn me with the rest of them, despite my bond with Ciriacus. I cared for Isra, for the new stranger-child I had soul-birthed, and I knew that to Ciriacus, all of us were abominations.

The journey Ermessenda proposed had me tasting iron fear in the back of my throat. I had come so far and gained so much, my life full of shades of love that I shielded with as much protection as I could muster. They were beautiful, each in their own way and thus, the choice she gave me was really no choice at all.

“Yes,” I whispered in a dirge against her lamenting lips. “Yes, I will. For queen and country, for all of the wisdom of love and honor. Yes, my queen. I will go.”
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