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An Echo of Gods

Briar Constance, Book Two

Tallie Rose


To my mom. Thanks for being my first reader.


Chapter One

SUNLIGHT CAUGHT ON the handle of Briar’s drugstore dagger, casting her room in hues of pink and silver, like a grotesque disco ball. She’d had the knife for years, an impulse purchase at the register. It was cheap, its handle made of resin mixed with glitter and delicate flowers, hardly the right choice to call on another God, but using a kitchen knife seemed even worse.

She sighed—and nearly choked on the heady fumes wafting from the marble bowl beside her. Soren had handed her the satchel the day before, saying he picked up the herbs from some overseas religious order and they would help clear her mind. Ten minutes in and Briar was pretty sure she was just burning drugs.

Fingers close to trembling, she picked up the knife and pressed the blade into the crook of her arm until it bit into her skin. Blood pooled and dripped, sizzling against the smoldering herbs. Words, ancient and harsh, spilled from Briar’s mouth and her body tensed. The dagger tumbled from her fingers and clattered against the floor.

She closed her eyes against the smoke, continuing to chant. Her power built until it was pressing on every inch of her skin, demanding to leave. She did not need to open her eyes to know she was glowing once again.

Now, she just needed someone to listen, to give her direction. The Gods had not answered their pleas in the weeks since the attack. They were lost, stuck watching the news every night, unable to help.

“Please,” she murmured into the empty space of her room.

The blood dripping down her arm ceased flowing and her skin stitched itself together. The air in the room grew brisk and an unfamiliar scent hit her nose. Mulled apples, fresh tilled earth, evergreen, and sandy beaches. Somehow it was not unpleasant. She opened her eyes.

The Deity was a vision of the highest order. Buds bloomed in the air around them, swirling and protecting them from Briar’s full gaze. The scene changed: autumn leaves, then summer rains that turned to snow and ice.

Briar’s green eyes locked on to those of molten silver. Their face was a work of art, golden skin, full sensual lips, and high cheekbones. All of it was crowned by flowing coppery-red hair. They smiled and Briar’s gaze dropped. The robe they wore was sheer, doing nothing to hide the swell of their chest or the strength of their arms.

The Deity opened their arms wide, a welcoming gesture, and Briar cleared her throat, feeling anything but pious.

Their nostrils flared and their eyes widened ever so slightly. The falling leaves turned green, and they chuckled and dropped their arms, one hand resting on a hip Briar had just been admiring. “Bold.”

Briar shrugged.

The Deity laughed again, and the buds of roses bloomed in their eyes. Their body changed, hair shortening, legs lengthening, but they didn’t seem to notice. “You requested an audience?”

Blinking to clear the haze from her mind, Briar nodded, enchanted by the beauty before her. “What’s your name?”

“Oh.” Their eyes flicked toward the ceiling as if it was a question they had to think about. “I haven’t spoken to a human in so long. Nilaja. Do you mind?”

Briar had no idea what they were asking but nodded. She’d give almost anything to them if they would help her find something she could use to send Eliana back to their realm, or even better, end her entirely.

With each passing day Eliana’s death seemed a better option. Tensions had grown between witches and fae; fights were breaking out, shootings and murders. The sudden uptick in violence had not gone unnoticed by the general population but no one knew what was causing it. And if anyone had suspicions they only whispered them, the footage of the dead Beishan president too raw in everyone’s minds.

Nilaja dipped a finger into the bowl of herbs and stepped out of the mist as though it was nothing, leaving behind the changing of seasons that had engulfed them. Briar’s breath caught in her chest, and the freshly healed cut on her arm twinged.

The experience of talking to the Gods was something she would never get enough of. Her life had been spent searching for them, and now she had the truth. But could she tempt one to help her? She hoped this God in particular would be the answer she was spending all her days searching for.

As though it was ordinary, Nilaja sat on the ground across from Briar, pulling their legs beside them, their robes fanned out around their body. They waved a hand over the marble bowl and the smoke disappeared. “That is quite vile and wholly unnecessary. It is blood the universe calls for, no drugs required.”

“I’m friends with idiots but I try to indulge them.”

Nilaja chuckled again, the sound like the crackle after lightning. They pressed their hands against the floor, eyes shuddering shut. Briar didn’t know what to feel looking at them. They were the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, and power radiated off them. She knew she should be afraid but she was intrigued by them, by how casually they interacted with her.

Power danced in Nilaja’s eyes as they slowly opened them, burning silver like flashes of lightning. “So, Briar Constance, why am I here?”

“We need help with Eliana.”

Nilaja tilted their head and coppery leaves fell from their hair, disappearing when they touched the ground. “You have already spoken to Ivian. You know how she was contained before.”

“There has to be another answer, something that doesn’t involve sacrifice. It’s barbaric. That’s not how the world is now.” She and Soren had gone over it so many times, they’d talked until their conversations were nearly scripted, but there had to be something else. The world, the universe, could not be so cruel.

“Oh, sweets.” Nilaja reached out and brushed their thumb across Briar’s exposed knee.

Her whole body went rigid, every nerve on fire with the power blasting through her. It was pure magic, sharp and hot and intoxicating. She swallowed to keep from crying out, from grabbing them and demanding more, more, more.

Unaware or unmoved by the struggle inside Briar, the Deity continued, “The universe does not care how far you have progressed. It will always be old, cold, and uncaring. You want to stop Eliana, you will do it as your ancestor Cordelia did, by blood and tears. Eliana is too far ingrained in this world for the echo of our powers still left in this place to pull her out. She is a horror, and you will become one if you wish to destroy her.”

Despair pooled in Briar’s stomach.

“Oh, don’t look like that.” Wilted flowers piled in their lap, their petals crumbling to dust. “Maybe there is another way. What would I know, tucked away for eternity? There is much knowledge out there, things you have not dreamed of. I will hope you find another answer, but it is not one I know. We have no knowledge that we are hiding from you.” They stood and the air seemed to go with them.

Briar stood as well, the reverberation of their shattering power still clanging through her. She had so many questions she wanted to ask them. Could all Gods change their form? Did they watch the humans? And was there please, please, another answer? “Can I summon you again?”

Nilaja paused, a feline grin pulling their lips upward. “Why?” They took a step closer, and Briar’s body urged her both to move forward and to run, far, far away from the Deity she had summoned, one whose name she had never heard.

Struggling for words, Briar gave in to her desire, her head still swimming with whatever Soren had given her. Her body ached with each movement, spent from the power but craving more. She stopped a breath away from them. “I don’t know.”

Nilaja pulled at the bottom of one of Briar’s curls. “Well, isn’t that fun. See you soon.” They winked and were gone.

Briar fell backward onto her bed. What in Ortus’s fiery hell had just happened?

*

“THIS IS DRUGS.” She walked into the living room and threw the velvet satchel at Soren who caught it with ease, looking up from his spot on the couch. She hadn’t bothered knocking and he never bothered to lock his door. She’d chided him for it enough to last a lifetime. But if he wanted to get murdered that was his business.

“Of course it’s drugs.” He opened it and sniffed, before shoving what remained into his pocket. “What did you think mind clearing herbs would be?”

“You said you got it from a religious order.”

“Anything’s a religion if you believe, Ry.” He grinned his stupid grin that made her want to forgive him nearly anything. “You’ve been stressed, and obviously I understand why, but…” He shrugged. “All wound up like that, what good are you going to do?”

Briar huffed. “I did summon someone. Not Ortus, someone entirely different. I’ve never even heard of them.”

“Really?” Soren sat up straighter. “What were they like?”

Briar sat on the couch beside him and took his beer from his hand. “Really hot. Different from Ivian, they were like…” She thought it over while she drank, the shimmering beauty who had sat on her floor like they were old friends. “Nilaja was like the changing of seasons. But they had no answers and I still want to talk to Ortus. He hid Eliana’s books. He might know more.” She handed his beer back and laid her head against the cushions.

The moment she stopped moving, exhaustion hit her. She’d been sleeping terribly, her nights plagued with either insomnia or terrible dreams that slipped into the ether the second she woke up. Sometimes both.

“I don’t think Ortus wants to talk to us.” Soren sipped his drink and scooted over, giving Briar more space than necessary on the couch.

She ignored the way he moved away from her. She didn’t know what to do with that; she’d made no promises to anyone but she’d been about to make them to someone else before Soren had pulled her from her bedroom to show them the carnage on TV. Trying to date had been stupid then but now it seemed grotesque. She already lay awake at night wondering what it would be like to drive a knife into someone she loved. How could she get closer to anyone now? And besides, when she thought about her feelings, it was never Soren who came to her mind. So if he wanted to scoot away she would let him.

Briar had always preferred letting others end relationships, and this one had never properly started. Even easier that he seemed to want to slip into the space she had hollowed out for his friendship. Except sometimes, like now, just looking at him made her remember things she wished she could forget.

The way Evaria had looked, lying on the hard floor of the temple. Ansel bleeding out. Eliana wearing Jenia’s skin like a costume. It made her sick to think of it, of everything she had done, the way she had believed she was special enough that someone good would choose her. How easily Bastianna’s words had eased the horror she had felt moving into the temple. And most of all the way she had dragged everyone she loved into her problems.

“Come back,” Soren said, giving up his attempt at space and putting his hand on her knee. “You can’t go there.” But the demons in Briar mirrored his own. “We aren’t to the point of panic, yet. We can’t even get close to her right now. We’re still in the planning stage.”

Briar dug her nails into her scalp. “I don’t even know where to begin. There has to be a way to stop her without killing someone. There has to be.” Lillia was still combing through the books, hoping to find something to help them.

“The authorities are still trying to figure out what happened in Beisha. The Vice President is competent though, and a witch so the country should be okay.” Soren leaned his head against the back of the couch. “My father hasn’t answered the phone in a week.”

“You called your father?” Briar regretted the words before they finished leaving her mouth, cringing at the accusing tone in her voice.

Before answering, Soren took a long drink. “She got into his head too. I wanted to see if he knew anything. She used him for the ritual. They have a connection.” His voice was clipped.

“I’m sorry.” Briar meant it. “Do you think something happened?” They assumed Eliana was going after fae, blaming them for being rejected by her lover, King Velorian, so long ago. Briar still didn’t understand how time and distance had not given her the perspective to see her own cruelty, to regret the curse she had placed on fae and witches.

There was a click as the front door opened, then the echo of heels on wood in the hallway before Lillia and Fauna rounded the corner to the living room. Their arms were loaded with paper bags; the leafy green top of a carrot poked out of one. Briar gave Soren’s knee a squeeze and stood up. “Dinner?”

“Plumping up the pig for the slaughter,” Fauna said, heading to the kitchen and dropping her bag onto the counter where it fell over. Its contents rolled off the marble and spilled onto the floor.

“Don’t say that,” Lillia told her. She flicked her wrist and golden strands of magic moved everything back to the counter. “It’s monstrous.”

“I know that.” Fauna pulled vegetables and plastic-wrapped slabs of meat out of the bag and busied herself putting them away. “Haven’t you heard of gallows humor?” Fauna had decided sometime after they had met with Ivian that if Briar must sacrifice the one she loved the most it would be her. Briar couldn’t even argue, though she wanted to. Gods, she wanted to, every time she saw her cousin.

The words swirled in Briar’s mind. Must it truly be the one she loved the most? Did the universe know or did it just want blood? She turned her hand over and watched it flow through the blue veins on her wrist. Was magic so specific or did it just need? She didn’t have those answers either, and it was still killing.

Wordlessly Soren helped put away the groceries, stacking cans of sparkling water in the fridge and sneaking glances at Fauna.

The four of them had been spending all their time together, so much that sometimes Briar longed for a moment alone. They were all frightened. They couldn’t tell anyone what they knew, how would they even begin to explain? And if they did, who would believe them? Sure, Jenia behaved a little differently, but she was Prime Minister now, the pressure would cause anyone to behave strangely.

“Briar managed to summon one of the Gods today,” Soren said, grabbing wineglasses from one of the cabinets. He dusted off the rims with his shirt before filling them.

Lillia hung back from the kitchen, watching the others. “Oh?”

Briar locked eyes with her and was surprised to find embarrassment creeping through her. Nilaja was beautiful, but that was just a fact anyone would have been able to see. She’d done nothing to feel guilty about, but the knowledge did nothing to change her feelings. “They said I could summon them again but they didn’t really have many answers. They were nothing like Ivian. I don’t know why I expected them to be.”

“Did you find out anything helpful?”

Briar shook her head and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Not really. The same as Ivian said, we need a sacrifice. But…I just don’t believe it. I’m sure that works but they have to know another way. They’re Gods. Besides, who knows if they’re even telling the truth. They probably wouldn’t even feel guilt for lying to a mortal.” She pushed herself up onto the counter, letting her feet swing above the floor.

Fauna pulled out a cutting board. It was nearly a domestic scene, though Briar doubted the family dynamics were quite as convoluted in most households. “If we could bring even one back maybe they could handle her for us. What about Ortus? He has a connection to Lillia’s family.”

“He hasn’t answered yet,” Lillia pointed out. She leaned against the counter, watching Briar.

Things with Lillia had been confusing since…well, since they met, but especially since Eliana murdered the Beishan president. Briar had been about to tell her she was all in, that she’d waited her whole life to meet someone like Lillia but after Briar had seen the news, reality had come crashing down. This wasn’t a time for relationships or love but they were always together and she’d done nothing to stop what grew between them.

Each kiss felt like a death sentence. She knew eventually Eliana’s actions would become too much. One of them would be forced to act, just as Cordelia had, and make the ultimate sacrifice. If any of them were truly good people, they would have done it already. Eliana had murdered a head of state but they didn’t talk about that. Since then, she had been fairly quiet, giving friendly press conferences and going on daytime TV shows for interviews bookended by adorable animals. She’d even made a public statement absolving Soren, some story about an argument over his father. She said she knew he was a good man.

The Goddess was toying with them. Now, if they acted they’d look deranged. Any accusations would never stick. She’d been so kind to them how could they mistreat her twice? But there were rumors swirling, ones Briar had read in the far reaches of the internet when she’d been unable to sleep. People had noticed differences in her behavior, her strange, archaic speech patterns. No one knew what to make of it but wasn’t it odd, someone said. And if Briar’s mother had figured it out someone else had to. But who would guess the Prime Minister was possessed by the supposed Goddess Eliana?

Henrik had texted her a few times, asking questions about what had actually happened between them, why Jenia had been so strange since then. She’d responded vaguely. She didn’t want to lose him, not when he’d always believed in her. Henrik was the one person who always saw her the way she hoped people would: smart, charming, his equal.

“We have to make him answer us. This is their fault. They should be willing to at least brainstorm with us.” Briar let her knee press into Lillia’s side and the witch leaned into her touch.

Fauna kept cooking. She wasn’t terrible—nor was she great. But the food was fine, and they didn’t have to endure the looks they got out in the city. What had happened between Jenia Alvier, a Constance cousin, and Soren Savros? She could read the questions in their eyes. “How do we make him answer?”

“Blood.” Briar got down from the counter, letting her fingers trail across Lillia’s hip. She grabbed a knife from the counter and Soren cringed but she just started to chop onions, filling the room with their eye-watering scent. No one asked for clarification but she continued anyway. “I’ll do it. I’ll really bleed. I don’t think he’ll let me die.”

A muscle twitched in Lillia’s jaw and she closed her hand around Briar’s until she dropped the knife. “Like you said, he has a connection to me. I’ll do it.”

“No.” Briar and Fauna answered together. The three women stood in silence, tension spreading out and filling the kitchen.

Soren cleared his throat and took the knife from Fauna, gently nudging her away. He took over chopping the carrots. “You have the most power, Ry. We can’t risk you.”

Briar started to respond but Lillia cut her off. “If something goes wrong, and you’re right, I don’t think it will, but if it does, we need you. We know you have enough power to do the sacrifice if it comes to it.” A terrible grin twisted her face. “And hey, if I do bleed out in Soren’s living room—”

“Attic,” Soren interjected. “The rug in my living room is priceless.”

Lillia rolled her eyes. “If I were to die, maybe it would count—a sacrifice trying to stop her. The universe would have to see it like that.”

Briar didn’t like this at all. She wished she hadn’t said it. She never thought about what she was doing. Everything that was happening should have been a lesson, but nothing ever was. Nothing stuck. Truly, she was an idiot.

She turned away from the counter and took Lillia’s face in her hands, threading her fingers through the coils of her hair. “Lillia, I was offering to do it myself. Not asking for volunteers.”

“I know.” She put her hand over Briar’s again. “And I think you’re right. The Gods won’t let me bleed out. I’m not afraid. I’ll do it tomorrow. My place.”

“But I’m afraid.”

Lillia kissed Briar, the gentlest of kisses. It lasted only a moment before Lillia pulled away and pressed their foreheads together. “We have to try.”

“Okay,” Briar agreed though everything inside her was screaming no, not to let Lillia do this. She had to believe Ortus would respond. Lillia couldn’t die.

“Can we order in?” Soren asked, breaking the spell between them. “No offense, Fauna, darling, but the tone is already somber enough without adding this.” He gestured to the spread of chopped vegetables on the counter.

She smacked him on the shoulder. “Fine, but you’re paying.”


Chapter Two

DRUMMING HER NAILS against her countertops, Briar stared at her phone. Four hours until they tried to summon Ortus. She’d barely been able to sleep last night but that was nothing new. She shouldn’t have told anyone her plan, she should have just tried, except Lillia was right—she was the better option.

But they called him the God of Death. And though those names had not been literal, as she had recently learned, there was still a reason for it. He lurked near deathbeds. He smelled of sweet decay.

She needed to think of something else and stop dwelling on everything that could go wrong. She picked up her phone. She didn’t know the number she needed but it was an easy search online. Really, it was too easy, there should be some kind of security. But of course she wouldn’t be the one to answer, a secretary would.

After Eliana had returned, she’d tried to call Evaria several times, unable to get the image of her lying on the ground out of her head. She didn’t know exactly what Evaria remembered but it wasn’t the bullshit story of being mugged she’d fed to the press.

All those interviews had done some good though. Evaria had won the open mayor position in Wesvick. It had been a quick, emergency election, reminiscent of the time after Soren’s father, Ansel, had stepped down, but this was happier. Nearly the whole city supported Evaria, who had always supported the arts and any renovation project.

Jenia Alvier would be in charge of Endlyia. Evaria Jakobson would be mayor. Wesvik’s citizens had partied in the street after her landslide election.

She’d kept the name after her speedy divorce. One day she was married, the next she wasn’t. The next she was running for mayor. She had still been bruised in her press conferences.

But Jakobson was how everyone knew her. Briar wondered if their affair played any part in that. Maybe it wasn’t only Briar. Perhaps there had been others.

“Hello. Mayor Jakobson’s office. How may I direct your call?” The voice on the other end was cheery and distracted. Briar could hear the secretary typing something on her computer.

“Good afternoon. This is Briar Constance. I was hoping I could speak with the mayor. It’s a bit urgent.”

“Oh…” The cheery façade disappeared, and the sound of the typing stopped. “Ms. Constance…I’m afraid—”

“Listen, I need you to tell Evaria it’s me and it’s an emergency…please.”

“Hold on.” The phone line went silent.

Briar pressed her head against the cold metal of her fridge. She just needed to talk to her, to see what she knew, to know she was okay. She needed Evaria to stop plaguing her dreams, her waking thoughts, the constant interruption of her day when she remembered the way she had laid on the ground. Bleeding. And Briar, chanting, aiding her attacker.

“Briar?” Evaria’s voice was curious and Briar’s shoulders sagged.

“Evie, I’m sorry to call your office but you wouldn’t answer your phone.” She was alive. Briar knew it of course, she’d seen her on the news, but hearing Evaria say her name had lifted some of the weight she had been carrying.

“I saw your calls.” There was the ice Briar had been expecting. “I don’t want to talk about—I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m the mayor.” It was flippant, avoiding the question and also a reminder. Evaria had moved quickly after the attack, grabbing all the power she had access to. The conversation was rapidly taking a downward spiral. It wasn’t something they should talk about over the phone.

The handle of the fridge bit into Briar’s back and she closed her eyes. “Let me get you lunch, a coffee, something. Please, Evaria. Please.” She couldn’t control what happened tonight with Lillia, but maybe she could do right by Evaria this time. At the very least she owed her the truth, and the warning that came with it.

“I’ve seen you with the Savros boy and some girl. What is this even about?”

Briar rolled her eyes. Of course Evaria was keeping up with her. “What did you tell me once? This is not a social call? We need to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk to you, Briar.”

Putting on her sweetest voice, she cradled the phone between her shoulder and ear, and rubbed her temples. “Evie, you have to talk about what happened. You can’t carry that around. I know what…” She sighed. “Let me buy you a coffee.”

“Goodbye, Briar.” The line went dead.

Well, as far as interactions with Evaria went that hadn’t been the worst. But now her mind was back on Lillia.

*

TWO KNOCKS. SHE hadn’t even made it to the third before the door opened and Lillia’s sister, Estoria, was frowning at her, a sticky looking toddler at her ankles. “This was your idea, hmmm?”

“What? No!” Briar tried to glance over Estoria’s shoulder. “I was going to do it myself. And besides”—she pushed her way into the house, aiming for the side without the child—“your sister is a grown woman and she knows how important this is.”

Lillia came around a corner and Briar’s breath caught in her chest. Her hair was bushy and frizzed, her jeans were stained with dirt at the knees, and she was smiling. A bouquet of hand cut flowers was cradled in her arms. “You’re early.”

“I was hoping to get you alone for a bit, though it seems today my plans have been thwarted.” She stuck her tongue out at the toddler, sending the child into a fit of giggles.

“Not quite.” Lillia gave her sister a pointed look. “She was leaving. Kids need dinner.”

“Lillia…”

“Stop.” Lillia’s tone left no room for argument and Estoria glared but didn’t say anything as she left.

Briar waited until she heard the door shut to kick her shoes off and head for the kitchen. Was drinking advised before summoning a God? She doubted it but she felt like her heart was about to pound out of her chest. Getting a little tipsy had to be better than standing around sober and waiting for the girl she liked to do something incredibly dangerous.

“Wait,” Lillia said, pushing the fridge closed with her hip before Briar had even fully opened it. She put down the flowers and stood on her toes, reaching above them both. Her body pressed against Briar, heating her and filling the air with her scent. She smirked, raising an eyebrow, and pulled a bottle of rum from the top cabinet.

Briar grabbed her around her waist before she slipped away and kissed her. Lillia grasped Briar by the back of the head with her free hand, deepening the kiss, her tongue sweeping through Briar’s mouth. The kiss was rushed, full of urgency. She pushed her hips into Briar, moaning softly, but fear emanated from her, sparks of dark power that flashed in Briar’s peripheral vision until she pulled away.

She didn’t tell her it was going to be all right or offer any platitudes. She pulled two shot glasses across the counter and poured one for each of them. “You can back out. I can be the one to do it.”

“No.” Lillia downed her shot and grimaced but poured another. “Just don’t let me die. I’m not ready.”

“I swear.” Briar wanted to back her up until she was on the counter. She could see it, her pants on the kitchen tile under Briar’s knees. She wanted to make her forget there was anything else but the two of them, tangled together. But there wasn’t time. She’d spent all day worried, too nervous about how she’d react once she got here. Now she was here, and she wanted to do anything that would keep her mind from wandering to what they were about to do. She longed to take Lillia and leave; drive and drive until it was just open land, not a skyscraper in sight.

The rum was cheap and burned going down, but it did the trick. She poured two more and stepped closer, closing the space between them until Lillia’s scent once again filled her nose. She pressed her lips to the corner of Lillia’s mouth. “Kick everyone out as soon as it’s done. It doesn’t matter what we learn.”

Lillia smiled, revealing the slightest hint of a dimple. “Okay. I promise.”

Briar let her hands drop to Lillia’s waist, her thumb brushing the skin under her shirt until she reached the metal button of her pants. They were still gritty with dirt from the garden. Lillia’s stomach tightened under her touch and when she looked up, her brown eyes were ablaze. “Hello.”

“Hi.” Lillia’s voice was breathy.

Suddenly, she was on the counter, her feet brushing against Briar’s knees. One of the shot glasses tumbled to the side, the dregs of rum pooling around it. Lillia pulled her closer, grasping at Briar’s shirt until it was over her head. Her legs wrapped around Briar’s waist.

“We don’t have time.”

Briar didn’t care, she had to think of something else. She grasped Lillia by the chin, exposing the long column of her neck, and she bit down on the soft skin above her collarbone. Every inch of Briar’s body was on fire, her remaining clothes scratching against her sensitive skin. She needed her—now. The urgent ache built between her thighs. She made quick work pulling off her pants and hooked her fingers on the lacy red fabric underneath.

A familiar voice rang out through the house. “We thought you might—in the kitchen?” Fauna frowned. “Under the eyes of the Gods and your friends?”

Briar snatched her shirt from the floor and held it to her chest. “Well, we’re never alone. I need a spell to keep you away. A curse or something. By the power of the Gods—”

“Stop it! You know not to play with magic.” Lillia jumped from the counter and grabbed her pants. Her cheeks were red and her eyes were wide but Briar could have sworn there was amusement there. “We were…”

“Boning in the kitchen.” Soren finished for them, his shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.

He must have come with Fauna. Had they walked together? Fauna’s apartment wasn’t far from his house. Briar hadn’t ever taken a moment to wonder at the bonds between the two of them. But they had shown up together to her house before and there hadn’t been any new fiancés lately. Briar slipped her shirt over her head, pushing the thoughts out of it.

Just as before, her cousin dumped the contents of a paper bag on the kitchen table, but it wasn’t food inside. Briar grimaced at the assortment of crystals and pungent herbs. Maybe it was too soon. Too dangerous. Too presumptuous to demand the Gods give them more answers after Nilaja had just walked through the veil for her.

But the clock was running and who knew what madness Eliana had up her sleeve, whose mind she might infect next?

“I got my dad to return an email. He’s been overseas, said he needed time to think. Fauna and I are going to meet with him soon.” Soren picked up a crystal and held it up to the light.

“You and Fauna?” The words slipped from Briar’s lips, curiosity winning out. Had she been paying so little attention lately?

“Yes?” Fauna narrowed her eyes.

“Oh, well, let me know how it goes.” Briar tried to cover. She didn’t know what she was feeling, the strange emotion that had awakened at the thought of them together, without her. Whatever it was, it wasn’t fair. They were certainly allowed friendship and Soren was allowed to move on from chasing her. He’d made his intentions clear enough and she’d barely acknowledged them. But the way he had looked the night they had run away still came to her mind from time to time.

She shook her head to clear it. After all, she’d just had Lillia shirtless on the counter. She was a hypocrite and it wasn’t the time. It was never the time anymore and sometimes she marveled at what a terrible person she must be to even worry about sex while an actual global crisis was happening. But she wasn’t sure she’d ever been anything close to a good person.

Fauna smiled sweetly, a dangerous sign. She opened her mouth to speak, one hand on her hip, but Soren cleared his throat, cutting her off.

“I doubt my father would be open if you were there. You did attack him in my house that one time and then you were there when he was almost murdered by a Goddess. Fauna’s sweet.” Briar scoffed but Soren continued as though he hadn’t heard. “I didn’t want to go alone and I knew she’d be able to charm him.”

“Can we discuss this later? If we don’t do something soon I’m going to lose my nerve.” Lillia’s face had returned to its normal color, but her hands were shaking.

“You don’t have to do this.” All the venom had left Fauna’s voice and her concern was genuine. “We can wait. We’ll figure something else out.”

Lillia glanced toward Briar but Briar didn’t know what to say or how to comfort her. “No, I haven’t forgotten what Eliana is capable of.”

None of them had. Briar often woke sweaty, her heart racing, remembering what she had done, the way she’d chanted and helped the Goddess while Jenia lay dead and Evaria and Ansel were bleeding out. She would never forget the way Eliana had possessed her mind without her even realizing. And she often thought of Bastianna who had acted of her own free will, who hadn’t needed to be coerced into terrible deeds and who Briar had once interviewed and happily hired. She was always at Jenia’s side now. Briar hated her.

“He’s going to show up,” Soren said, slipping the crystal into his pocket and pouring himself a large drink. “He’s probably going to be mad and call us presumptuous but he’s going to come.”

“Do you think he’s listening to us now?” Fauna gazed around the room like she might be able to spot Ortus peering out of one of the kitchen cabinets. “Just growing angrier and angrier.”

“He ought to pop out now, then, save us the trouble.” Briar crossed her arms to keep from balling her fists.

“Okay.” Lillia snapped her fingers. “Come on. Living room.” She shot Soren a look. He hadn’t wanted to do it at his house.

Briar followed her, remembering the night Lillia had first taught her spells. The magic that had flowed through her, spilling out. The way, if she had been honest with herself, she had known then she’d never get her fill of Lillia. She grabbed the runner off the coffee table and folded it, a now-familiar nag coming back to her.

Where was she headed? Where did this all end?

She glanced at Lillia and found her staring at her, head cocked to one side. “I’m scared,” she mouthed.

Briar rounded the coffee table while Fauna set up the room. She lowered her mouth to Lillia’s ear. “I’m here. I would never let anything happen to you.” She steadied herself with a hand on Lillia’s thigh. “I love you.”

The words tightened her chest and she hated herself for saying them, unsure if she meant them. Unsure of everything, except that this would work. They would summon Ortus and he would know how to help them. There had to be a solution that didn’t involve sacrificing someone she loved. It would work because she could not stand the alternative.

Lillia blinked. Once. Twice. She nodded. “I’m ready.” Then she stood.

Oh.

Briar tried not to dwell on her lack of response, and for the moment it wasn’t hard as Lillia kneeled in front of a hammered bronze bowl, her eyes wide. Soren and Fauna flanked Briar on the other side of the table. The fear that filled the room was thick and oily on her tongue. Was it too soon for such a last-ditch effort? Should she try harder? Her thoughts spiraled.

What was she doing? Letting Lillia slit her wrist in the living room. This was stupid. Gods, she was so stupid. Her heart pounded in her chest and her lungs no longer seemed to hold air. This was too dangerous.

Fauna started to chant. The Book of Bindings was no longer necessary. They knew the words of the spell by heart. So many terrible nights, so many scars on their forearms from unanswered summons and no Godly magic to heal their wounds. Just a bowl of blood and the air heavy with disappointment.

Briar took up the chant and the temperature in the room lowered until she was shaking. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know when Lillia had brought knife to skin. Her gasp and the coppery tang of blood filled the room.

She continued to chant, Soren and Fauna stiffening at her side. It was taking too long. The words spilled from her lips without thought until she opened her eyes. Lillia’s brown skin was pale, her eyes wide and afraid. Blood poured from both her wrists.

Anger and fear rose in Briar in equal measure until they consumed her. How dare Ortus not answer their call? He had tasked Lillia’s family with protecting the secrets of the Gods for centuries and now, when one of his acolytes called for him, he wouldn’t answer? He couldn’t deign to show himself, heal her?

Lillia continued to bleed out silently, but her mouth hung open as she panted. Her eyes were wide with fear and tears glistened in her lashes. Briar could not watch her die, not like this. Not tonight.

Magic sparked in her palms, gold and white. She gritted her teeth as the blood continued to pour from Lillia. She swayed where she sat, and the bowl continued to fill.

Briar stood, thinking of Nilaja, the way her power had filled every inch of her until she was nearly bursting with it. She was ready to burst now. She would find the Gods’ domain and rip them from it if they let Lillia bleed out now, after everything. “Ortus!” she bellowed and the chanting on either side of her stopped. “She won’t be the sacrifice! Ortus!”

Thunder boomed outside the window. Wind ripped through the branches of the trees lining the yard, howling the Gods’ displeasure.

“I’m not scared of you. If anything happens to her, you’ll be the one afraid. If there are ways to banish Gods from this world there’s ways to trap them here and I’ll make it my mission. I swear it.” She felt her power continue to grow, shredding her veins. Too far. Blood dripped from her nose. “Ortus!”

The temperature in the room dropped to freezing, the lights blinked out until only the flickering candlelight remained. There was a boom of thunder and he stood in front of them. Fauna whimpered as she dashed for Lillia.

“Briar Constance, you think too highly of yourself.” The sound of his voice was the harbinger of death.


Chapter Three

ORTUS WAS AS attractive as the other Gods but it was not alluring. He was too sharp, too defined. It was terrifying. Bones shook around his feet, bathed in mist. Each breath rattled. His eyes were black as pitch, only the smallest circle of silver revealed him as a Deity. His long hair was the color of a raven’s wings—iridescent even in the candlelight. And he looked furious.

“You were going to let her die.” Blood flowed through Briar’s fingers and onto her wrists. She’d broken skin from how tightly she had balled her fists, trying not to let her magic break free.

“Someone has to die. Humans always forget it is the only thing you march toward. The unending embrace of the beyond.”

“Shut up.” Briar didn’t care that he was terrifying. She didn’t care that he was mad. She was enraged. “Why haven’t you answered when we summoned you?”

“You’ll speak to me with respect.”

Briar opened her mouth once more and Soren pinched her thigh before he stood. “She’s just frightened and responds like a caged animal. We are desperate for your help.”

“You have your answers,” Ortus said, keeping his eyes on Briar exactly like one would watch a caged animal that might break free. She wondered if she could hurt him, if some part of him was truly afraid of her. “Nilaja rarely answers but they were moved by your plight. You’ve spoken to Ivian. I will give you the same answer. Pulling Eliana from this world will require a blood sacrifice. We no longer reside in this plane, we cannot move about it freely, a choice made long ago.” His voice was tense, and Briar suspected he had not agreed with that ancient decision. “We are not playthings to be pulled from a box at your whim.”

“Even if you don’t reside here, why can’t you figure out a way to stop her? You’re Gods,” Fauna said, her fingers moving over the angry red welts on Lillia’s arms. Thankfully, her color was starting to return.

“And we do not control each other,” Ortus said and the mist around his feet turned black and rose, shrouding him. “Death cannot change the seasons. The mountains do not move the sea. And I cannot stop Eliana without a sacrifice from a human. I will help you—I will drag her back to our realm and I will fight harder this time to banish her permanently once she is returned, but I cannot do it without you. We cannot touch her.”

“You have to help. I did this.” Lillia held up her arm.

“And it was incredibly foolish. If you feel so inclined again at least follow through and your…lover won’t have to make her choice.” He grinned, revealing dagger-like incisors. “Your own death will do.”

Briar lunged for him, jumping across the coffee table, the bowl of blood upending and splattering across her clothes. Ortus blinked out of view and she crashed onto the floor. The spot where he had stood smelled of rot and decay.

“What the fuck, Briar?” Fauna yelled, helping Lillia to her feet. “What in the absolute, ever-loving fuck? Are you trying to die?”

Briar pushed herself up. She was sticky with blood and the way it mixed with Ortus’s lingering scent made her stomach turn. What was wrong with her? She had no Goddess to blame for her stupidity now. Just fear and rash decisions. “Lillia.”

“You tried to fight a God for me.” Her voice was breathless.

“You did the same for me not too long ago.” Briar’s body ached, her knees were already starting to bruise from where they had crashed into the edge of the table, and her nose still dripped blood, though the magic inside her was waning.

A waste of time.

The whole thing had been an enormous waste of time. The Gods were not going to help them. There was nothing they could do because they were no longer here. They had banished themselves long ago. Like cowards.

And yet Eliana had found a way back, a sacrifice. A terrible ritual and she was returned. Could they return the other Gods? Perhaps not Ortus who she did not care for at all but Nilaja or one of the others she had not yet met? Could they help more if their reign was restored? It was an idea but one she wanted to think on more before she blurted it out. She was already covered in Lillia’s blood from her last bad idea. She couldn’t stand to do it again. So far, she hadn’t enjoyed her interactions with the Gods very much.

“Lillia, I think this rug is a goner.” Soren, the apparent keeper of rug knowledge, said, his eyes on the red spot that continued to grow. “I have a couple extras in my attic, I know they won’t replace a family heirloom, but we all owe you. Why don’t you let me get this out of here and Fauna can make you something to eat while Briar takes a shower.” He scrunched his nose at her but there was something in the look he gave her. Something unsaid.

“Can…” Lillia looked from her wrists to Briar and back.

Briar’s stomach twisted. Why had she let her do this? She was still a plague to these people who had dragged her out of Eliana’s clutches. Almost twenty-six years old and she still couldn’t differentiate between a good idea and a bad one until she’d seen the consequences. Three Gods had now confirmed what the first had told her. Without a foothold in this world there was nothing they could do about Eliana. There had to be a sacrifice.

“The thirteen witches.” Briar shoved her bloody hands into her pockets, ruining her shorts.

“What?” Soren spun toward her.

Ivian had said it and she’d been thinking on it ever since. “It was the first sacrifice. How she was able to get into this world with just a spell and Jenia’s life. I know we can’t murder thirteen women but if we could get one of the Gods back to this world…”

“I’ll keep calling my father. I’ve been trying to talk to him about exactly what happened.”

“I need a shower.” Lillia pushed past them. Her skin was back to a rich brown, but her eyes were still dull and full of sadness.

What had Briar done to her? She’d been so alive when they first met. The most beautiful thing Briar had ever seen. “You should go,” she told the others.

Fauna watched Lillia’s retreating figure. “That was so Godsdamn stupid.”

“We had to try.” Soren chewed on his lip.

But not like that, not by risking Lillia’s life for answers they already had. She wouldn’t forget the way the color and life had drained from her in this century or the next.

“I’ll keep an eye on her. Physically, she should be fine.” Mentally, they were all fucked.

“Let me get rid of this first.” Soren gestured to the rug and Briar nodded.

Upstairs the water was already running in the master bath, so she pushed open the door to the guest bathroom. It was peaceful inside, old, stained wood and white marble counters. She grimaced as her bloody hands touched the faucet and she peeled off her ruined clothes.

The scalding hot water was a relief as it washed over her skin, burning away some of her guilt. She should have done it herself. Ortus should have answered sooner. She couldn’t begin to imagine the life of the Gods in their own realm but what could they be doing that was more important than dealing with their own deranged child?

Eliana was never meant to exist so it was no surprise she could not live peacefully in either place. She was a wild animal without a home, without peers. Human or God, both realms were a cage, and she must have lost herself in trying to find freedom. Or perhaps she had been born a monster. Somehow Briar didn’t think so, not when the Gods had cherished her. Once, Eliana had been a baby, a blank slate, the same way Briar had once been whole and unbroken.
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