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Author’s Note



Please be aware this story contains themes and depictions of violence, blood and gore, explicit sexual content, sexual misconduct, vorarephilia and necrophagia (which involve characters being consumed or consuming others, including dead or decaying bodies, both in and out of sexual contexts). Read at your own discretion. 
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Chapter 1


A





Breathin’ hurt like hell. Always did—from the minute he’d opened his eyes in Alexander’s desolate bed all them years ago—but this was different. Sudden, explosive. An inferno where there’d only ever been flames. 

Soon as he stepped out from the woods, he doubled over in pain. He coughed so hard that thick, dark blood splashed across the dirt, the grass, and the backs of his weathered hands. The dirt below was baked hard from the sun even while the tall grasses swallowed him right up.

This goddamned pain was such a distraction. Always annoyin’ and always clawin’ for his attention, and now it was just burnin’ through everything. He couldn’t even think past it. Couldn’t seem to forget, the way he could always forget, that the pain was there—diggin’ at him and drainin’ him away.

It always came back to this. Thirst, hunger, and pain: a well inside he never knew how to fill.

The thirst left him all lean and tough, with brown leathery skin. The hunger left him ‘specially weak, but it wasn’t like he ever knew what strength was in the first place. He just existed, floatin’ through the pain of daily life, and had actually got pretty good at it over the years. This, though—this sudden drop was the worst by far. Like a tree’d fallen on him. 

“The hell...?” he choked out.

What was goin’ on? He came out to this neck of the woods all the time and nothin’ like this blindin’ pain’d ever come up before.

Suddenly—a low flutter of sound. 

Ba-bump. 

Soft yet clear. 

The slow beat of a heart. 

An explosion of pain boiled up in him again, climbin’ his throat ’til he choked some more. He barely managed to keep on his feet. 

A heartbeat.

Had his…?

No. No, that just wasn’t possible. His heart’d went missin’ ages ago. 

He’d never heard nothin’ else like it, though—the sound of a single heartbeat. His own was dead silent. Alexander’s always stuttered. This one, this lonely one, only beat once. And yet, it bounced quietly ’round and ’round in his head. 

A phantom heartbeat. 

The pain started settlin’ soon. Quick as it came on, it petered out the same way. He held his breath, straightened up, and tried to listen for another ba-bump. A warm, fragile smell met him, like the breeze ’round a single bluebonnet, but the silence stretched on and on. No beatin’ hearts answered, just crows and cicadas. 

“Maybe Alexander’d know,” he said, weighin’ his options. Alexander would be at home. He bit the corner of his lip at the thought. Drew blood. 

When’s the last time he’d visited home? He was out here in the first place tryin’ to steer clear of that house. Of Alexander. The deranged doctor. The failed father. Alexander ain’t have too many uses left, given all that, these days just keepin’ the house for company. But Alexander could still answer his questions, still help him make sense of things. Maybe it’d be worth a trip home, for this. 

He turned back ’round in the tall grass and immediately tripped.

“The fuck…?!” 

How sway? Did the goddamned wildflowers and strawberry bushes trip him or what? He’d barely even taken a step.

He glanced up from the ground toward where he’d come from for a better look.

There, sprawled lifeless in the tall grass now, lay a corpse. 

He darted back.

“Where the hell’d this thing come from?” And still—how could he’ve tripped over it without even realizin’?

He shielded his face from the endless curls that always escaped his hair tie, closed his eyes, and took in a slow, meaningful breath. That same fragile smell from before surrounded him. More than a single flower, now the scent overpowered the meadow ’round him. Even if he somehow overlooked the corpse on the way here, there was just no way he could’ve missed this smell.

Sun-hot petals and stems. As dreamy as the corpse’s placid face.

Most of its features were plain and neutral, with some slighter slopes, some steeper angles, deep brown skin, and everything below the neck wrapped up tight in formal black. A cloud of silver curls matched the eyebrows and lashes. Cold, glitterin’ contrast. 

For a while, he just stared at it, movin’ slowly closer. But he couldn’t be more sure—both the soft smell and the quiet heartbeat he’d heard earlier belonged to this corpse. 

Somehow. 

’Cause if that really was true, that heartbeat had to’ve been its last. In fact, he could almost convince himself he’d imagined it.

“Hey…” he said, just in case, crawlin’ to its side. 

When there was no answer, he put a hand on the shoulder and eyed the corpse from head to foot. And it absolutely was a corpse, but if he didn’t know no better, he’d say it was somethin’ more, too. Somethin’ else. Somethin’ greater. It’d be too plain to call it just a corpse. He’d been ’round corpses before, sleepin’ in cemeteries. But he’d never felt this bizarre, gut-deep pull. 

And he’d never seen a corpse look like this, either. 

“Like a star,” he said.

That’s what it reminded him of—a distant shootin’ star that’d fallen to spend the rest of its life sleepin’ with the bluebonnets. 

Somethin’ ‘bout this mysterious corpse, this fallen star, called out to him. Lured him in. 

Each of his breaths started burnin’ like hell again. Lanced through his lungs. More, more, more. Overpowerin’, like before. More blood inched from his throat. Copper-muddled roses. Strong as the smell became, so did the pain and the hunger—and somethin’ else, too. 

An urge to eat.

“Eat.” 

He said it without even thinkin’ ’bout it, but for the first time, his sudden, explosive hunger seemed to make sense.

He needed to eat to live. 

He just didn’t need food like everyone else. His teeth always ached. Once or twice, maybe, he’d tried eatin’ from Alexander’s dinner plate. Hated it. Purged everything. Alexander’d just called him a freak and quit sharin’.

Now, his whole body said only one thing.

Eat.

He was supposed to eat this heart that’d reached out to him. He didn’t need food for energy. He needed—this. More of this. To live.  

Eat... 

He yanked the fallen star’s collar down to their chest. Leaned in close to the exposed skin. It wasn’t warm, but the sun must’ve kept it from growin’ cold, too. The delicate flowerlike scent deepened. Incense smoke, ozone. 

“Perfect,” he mumbled, gums throbbin’. He moved almost automatically. 

Eat!

He opened his mouth, slid his tongue over his lips, and pressed them to the fallen star’s throat. It started off a bit like a kiss, but it didn’t end up like any kiss he’d ever had before. He ripped right through the skin. The smell hit him first—burnt leaves. 

“Mmh...” 

Then a splash of hot blood. Warm, wet meat introduced to his tongue. He drank and ate, and drank and ate, and ate, and ate, and ate some more. Everything he swallowed poured into all the scorched corners inside him. Nothin’ else in his life’d ever felt so right as this one moment. Tissue, and fat, and water from every organ filled him the way he’d never been filled and calmed him the way he’d never been calmed. The corpse was wine and butter. Minerals, oils. Electricity. 

Slowly, the fire inside sputtered out. The well shrank. For once. 

As he crunched down on more bone than blood, he found himself movin’ on. Searchin’, gulpin’, and devourin’ wide swaths of the body as he did. He wasn’t even payin’ attention anymore. For the first time since he could remember, he didn’t have to. He could just let go—indulge in this wretched, painless peace. And it was so peaceful, here, where nothin’ hurt. Not breathin’, drinkin’, or eatin’. Not a single moment of pain.

Just… peace and quiet. 

The kind that could only come from followin’ his instincts, instead of fightin’ them all the damn time.

It was difficult to tell, at first, but as he fed his hunger, he began to find his strength. His body started to solidify, to center itself—like all the blood and grub he drank down rushed to fill the gaps in his veins. Like it was settin’ right an ancient, unknown wrong inside him.

With each mouthful, his mind stretched wider, pullin’ in the essence of the fallen star. Fragmented echoes of its past seeped into him: the steady assurance of certainty, the searin’ agony of betrayal, and the unyieldin’ war zone between them both. All of it kick-started his senses and flooded him with impossible colors. 

It felt like wakin’ up for the very first time.

He belonged here. Right here. He needed to do this. It was him. It was right.

It filled that deep, empty need inside.

He couldn’t stop and couldn’t let go. 

Wait.

Fuck.

He really couldn’t let go—he was caged in place.

The fallen star had both of their strong arms locked ’round him, each finger planted deep enough to dig into his skin. It didn’t hurt, but he couldn’t break free. The grip was steel. He froze in surprise, unable to draw a breath, and coughed up a mouthful of bloody fat and muscle as he struggled.  

“Let… me... go…” he sneered.

Instead, the fallen star struck like a snake and bit him back.

Pain blasted down half of his whole body. It almost knocked him out, as drunk and confused as he was. He’d been more than sure that the fallen star was dead, and he’d never experienced pain that wasn’t his own. It was so big. So much bigger than him. His body went slack.

He’d thought it was so right to follow his instincts, but now he was trapped.

And worse, his instincts shifted as the fallen star clung to him, drainin’ him. Killin’ him.

Now, instead of eat, he felt the same, soul-deep pull to die.

To let the fallen star eat him up just as he’d done to the fallen star.

To end his new life just as quickly as it’d started without even so much as a fight. He deserved no less for turnin’ himself into a weapon like he had. No more pain. No more aimless questions. No more constant hunger. 

Just let it end. 

Die!

“All right—!” 

A red light flashed. 

It flickered in the corner of his mind—an impression like a half-forgotten memory, or somethin’ seen only in a dream, but it was there. A flash of fierce red light. 

Then nothin’. Just the fallen star’s teeth deep in the side of his neck—its arms frozen solid ’round his shoulders. As if woken from death only for a second to drag him under, too. 

When he tried to fight, his body didn’t even respond anymore. He could only keep still exactly the way he was. Could only sink into the growin’ abyss that unfurled in his mind and threatened to drain the lil bit of life he had left… 

Another flicker of red light.

Still small, but warmer, that same glow flashed again in the corner of his mind. Like a gold ring, glossy with fresh, red blood. 

A ring of blood. 

Gradually, the red light burned bright crimson, and a beautiful calm deadened all the noise and unease inside him. Only the warm, red light remained. It was nothin’ at all like the aura of dead flowers that emanated from the fallen star. It shone from some indistinct place inside him and filled his head with a soft, sunny voice. 

Wake up, it said.

The command crashed through him.

An unseen force ripped him away from the fallen star. His back slammed into the hard, packed dirt, but he didn’t feel it one bit. He only saw black. The city of Houston disappeared. 

In its place, a second later, huge, jagged mountains and boilin’ rivers sprung up all ’round him. Dozens of broken, war-torn bodies littered the ground, soaked in gore and stretchin’ as far into the horizon as he could see. Burnt earth seared his lungs. Above, a few bright blue collisions of lightnin’ hit so close that he almost withered from the heat. 

His eyes were opened, but his sight was someone else’s. Someone who’d lived through hell.

Wake up, the voice said again. Bright. Distant.

And just like before, he obeyed without even thinkin’.

Sat up in the grass and clutched his head as he fought off the vertigo of returnin’ to reality. Sun-shimmerin’, tree-shaded Houston lowed in the distance.

The fallen star’d collapsed next to him, motionless. Half of its mouth was black with blood while the other half—chewed off earlier—exposed a pair of long twin fangs. Their nails, too, dripped with blood from diggin’ into his back. He gulped down another spike of nausea. It was impossible to focus. Everything inside him raced, like it’d only ever crawled before. He was so full of blood, of new knowledge and organic upgrades. If he tried to get up, he’d probably just topple right back into those hellish visions. 

“Wake up…” he repeated aloud. 

What exactly’d woken him up?

The sky was clear overhead. Sunlight bleached all the blue. It burned a blurry red stain onto his mind. Just like that red light from before. 

Slowly, breath by breath, it seemed to calm him down again. The smell of ash cloyed in his throat, turned to metal. He steeled himself and cast a glare back at the fallen star.

Or what remained of it, anyhow.

He’d devoured a good portion of the face, shoulder, and chest, but even on the parts of their body that he never got to touch, the skin and muscle’d started to rot and fade away. Like some sick kinda advanced decay spread out from where he’d bit into it.

His throat tightened up. He couldn’t let it go. This fuckin’ thing left him with more questions than answers.

And it tasted incredible. 

He dove on top of it even as it continued rapidly crumblin’ to damp ash. His hand landed in a dark gooey puddle, and before he’d even shoved it into his mouth, the nausea hit again, once and for all. Everything in his gut came up in a thick, odorless purge. The discolored vomit covered the fallen star’s fadin’ ashes. Soon, though, just like the corpse he’d eaten, the vomit started to disappear, too. He was left alone, always alone, in the overgrown fields and woods outside the city, fightin’ the endless hunger that burned away inside. 

An empty well again. Not a man; just a void.








  
  

Chapter 2


A





He sprinted back to Alexander. Couldn’t get there fast enough. Found his way back to the trees he called home, then booked it out the other end, and hit the freeway without even stumblin’. 

Downtown Houston’s illustrious reach ain’t come quite this far outside of town, but there were still lots of its traces out this way. He had a good rear-view of Space City’s huge, mirrored towers lined with vertical gardens, green roofs, and hydroponic farms. Buildings like that stretched all the way from downtown to the burbs. Further out, followin’ 59 South ’til wide, flat plains flanked him like wings, the towers gave way to sprawl. The land rolled with thick green shrubs, acres of solar and wind farms, and tall trees on either side of long, windin’ roads. 

This place was the only real home he’d ever known. The wild woods ’round here always seemed to shelter him when Alexander didn’t feel like doin’ it anymore. He preferred the air outside to the crowded walls of Alexander’s house, anyway. Though, it probably had less to do with the empty house than with Alexander. He hadn’t stayed in that house at the same time as Alexander in years. 

Ideally, he’d keep it that way. It’d taken a decade to escape. 

But he had to know what Alexander could tell him ’bout this fallen star.

And this new life of his.

Everything whizzed by in a second as he tested out his new strength. Somehow, in a thousand ways he couldn’t name, he moved differently now. It was clear in his joints and nerves that his movements were looser, less restricted. He ran like he’d been born to do it.

In moments rather than hours, the farms started to thin out, replaced with huge, isolated ranch-style homes that branched way off the freeway. He spotted the wide circle driveway of Alexander’s ranch house sooner than he was expectin’ and almost ran smack dab into the honkin’ white F-150 there.

Ding. Welcome home, A.

That was his only name. A. He refused anything else. The front door pivoted open as he approached it.

Alexander stood, doe-eyed, on the other side: a tall Black man with an effortless smile and locs that fell in long, dark lines down his chest. His smile was gone, though. Missin’ in action. And his shirt and tie sat on him haphazardly, like he’d spent the past few nights in them. Again. 

“Alex?” he blurted. “What’re you doing here?”

A—not Alex—took a reflexive step back. That name always set him on edge. Narcissistic ass Alexander’d had the nerve to name A after himself, take him home, make a pet of him, then just dropped him like a brick one day. Took a trip outta town and ain’t come back for two years, once. Then did come back, pathetic and bruised, swearin’ to never hurt A again. Too late. A refused to accept the name after that. It was the name of someone who’d promise him a pretty life just to use him up for everything he was worth. Far as he was concerned, he really didn’t need a name. 

How could he, really, anyway? He ate half a fuckin’ corpse-thing in the woods out there and still had no idea who—or what—he was. A name was the least of his concerns. 

“Quit callin’ me that,” he barked, his teeth grindin’ together. “Not in the mood.”

That’s right. On top of everything else, the empty well inside started to groan and stretch again, make him bear down. It was mild, for now. Normal, for now. Pain that he could force himself to forget. This was how it usually went—not the growin’ blaze that’d arrested him earlier. Even the memory of it made him clutch at his chest, short of sympathetic breath.

“Whatever.” Alexander grimaced as he stepped aside and pulled A into the house by the arm. “Fine, then. What’re you doing here, creature? You look like you spent the last week rolling around at the bottom of some old grave.” 

As A caught his breath, his hair slipped the tie and fell across his face. It clung to thin, sticky swaths he hadn’t noticed before on his cheeks, neck, and chest. Patches of dirt—or the ashes of the fallen star—smeared his skin and clothes blackish. Alexander’s eyes flickered over him, first with disdain, then somethin’ sharper, piecin’ together what could’ve brought on all this mess.

Pinpricks of heat crept up the back of A’s neck. It wasn’t shame, not exactly. Maybe exhaustion, or frustration, or the uncomfortable sensation of bein’ seen at his lowest when he was barely holdin’ it together. His fingers curled against the filthy fabric of his shirt. He wiped the front of it with a slow, deliberate motion, liftin’ his eyes to meet Alexander’s.

His voice came jagged, low. “Maybe.”

“Really? You expect me to believe that?” Alexander grabbed A’s arm again and slammed him against the wall. The floor-to-ceilin’ windows that lined the foyer shifted to frost, hidin’ the domestic dispute as Alexander stabbed at A’s chest with his free hand. “The only way you’re getting out of this, now or ever, is when I turn you over to State Troopers. So stop with the lies, and tell me what in the fuck I’m looking at, Alex, or I swear to heaven and hell, I will march you downtown quicker than greased lightning.” 

A rolled his eyes and knocked Alexander’s hands away. It was a lil thing he did all the time. 

Something’d changed, though. 

Alexander collided with the opposite wall, and the lights of the foyer blinked twice. Warning: material damage.

A paused at the tinny voice. The casual display of such strength. It’d been too easy—alien strength. 

Then he cracked a thin smirk. 

“Don’t you put your fuckin’ hands on me again. Now you know better,” he said with a scoff. He’d have killed to be able to shove Alexander like a few years ago. Too bad he hadn’t found the fallen star sooner. “Turn me over to State Troopers, huh? They’ll lock you up before me, and you know it. Only reason they haven’t yet is ’cause your husband is your shield.”

“I damn well—!” Alexander heaved and huffed, and clutched at the back of his head with a lost look in his eye. Slowly, the steam poured out of him, like an old pressure valve’d cracked open, and he sank to the polished hempcrete floor. “Yeah… Jack is my shield. That’s true. But if Jack’s the shield, what does that make me? Huh? No, I get it. Do me a solid and quit reminding me about shit like that. I was horrible. I’ll never live it down. It was just a giant mistake, I already told you. Stay here as long as you want, come and go as you please, use my credit anytime. Just don’t keep throwing it in my face. Please. I can’t take it.”

A usually let Alexander’s morose pity parties roll right off him. Nothin’ ever really bothered him. Nothin’ ever could, with all the pain and distress takin’ up his capacity to feel anything else.

But now, after his evolution away from all-consumin’ hunger, the stupid shit dribblin’ from Alexander’s mouth made heat race up A’s face in a way he’d never felt before. He braced himself against the wall. His chest tightened to a pinpoint. 

“Can’t take it? What’s to take, Alexander? Havin’ to look me in the face after you fucked me half to death?”

“I—” Alexander started, then stopped, starin’ blankly at A as if he couldn’t figure out what he was lookin’ at. “You know what, Alex? Touché. Let’s just stick to the old arrangement. Don’t ruin my night any more, and I won’t ruin yours. You win. Please, just go wash up before I lose it. Speaking of looking half-dead.”

A bit back his laugh. It shook off some of his tension, but, somehow, he got the impression it didn’t do the same for Alexander. 

“Now, listen here.” The man creaked as he clambered up from the floor, a teeterin’ marionette on drunk strings. “There better not be no State Troopers at my door in the middle of the night because of this. I really will turn you over to them first chance I get if you give me reason. Jack’s been itching for it for years. Just cut it out with this—this zombie shit. Christ almighty.”

A laughed outright this time. It was rare—the sound came out rusted, toneless, and brief—but what the fuck. Christ almighty. Two words he’d never heard Alexander put together before. Maybe the man’s mind was as useless as the rest of him now. All those years spent under his husband’s wing, worshippin’ at the feet of his own cruelty, and where’d it leave him? Fumblin’ in a neglected house, cursin’ like a relic of a man. Maybe this was just what happened to assholes who loved monsters. Maybe it was the natural progression of a sycophant, left aimless without their perfect, passive pet to grind down into the dirt. Either way, Alexander paid for somethin’—with his spine, his will, and, apparently, his brilliant mind.

“Zombie?” A said, wipin’ the laugh from his mouth. “S’that the best you could do with that big brain of yours, Doc?”

“Oh, without a doubt. I’m surprised I didn’t think of it sooner, to be honest with you. I think I’m finally seeing clearly. You got to be a zombie ’cause you sure as shit can’t be human.”

Huh.

Not human, at all.

Now there was a thought A’d never considered. 

He’d never been able to find out much ’bout who, or what, he was before he met Alexander. Was he a zombie? Could that be the answer? Could it really’ve been the fatty brains he munched on that quieted the need inside him? He’d barely reached the fallen star’s skull, though; searchin’ more for blood, for meat. For life. 

“Maybe,” he said. He could live with maybe. He’d lived with worse ’til now. “Maybe not.” 

“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” Alexander swung his hand out, but caught himself from listin’ sideways by pressin’ it back to his head. His eyes sharpened to a glare. “Listen. Cut out the disgusting jokes. That shit makes me sick. My life is hard enough without you making a mess of every single thing you touch. Do you even know why I’m home right now? I had to leave the hospital early today. Boom—full-blown relapse before lunch. Now they want to pinch my PTO. ‘No more mental health days,’ they said. 

“‘Well, then, I guess I’ll just have to take some unpaid leave,’ I said, and so here I am.” He paused, his glare deepenin’. “Right. Here I am. Stuck in this fuckin’ house with you.”

“Welcome,” A said flatly. Disasters couldn’t get him to comfort Alexander. 

“You know, I brought you here because I thought I could love you. I kept trying, even after I figured out I couldn’t. I had no idea yet that monsters can walk among us. Monsters and nightmares, like you. Damn it, I’m so tired.” Alexander rubbed his eyes with forefinger and thumb.

A snapped his molars together so quick that his temples throbbed as he kicked off the wall. “Oh, fuck off. Can’t listen to this shit anymore. You could’ve left me to the authorities or turned me over any time you wanted. Instead, you trapped me here and used me, just to have someone other than yourself to hurt. Been here twenty years, Doc. I know you. You don’t change. Got over it a long time ago. You should, too. It’s gettin’ pathetic.”

“Pathetic.” Without much defense, Alexander deflated and hung his head. “I’m so goddamned pathetic. You’re right.”

A ain’t said nothin’ but the truth. Alexander’d pawed at him so much in the first few years that A just rolled over and took it. He’d thought he wanted to, or at least, should want to fuck a man who so clearly wanted him first. He was pathetic, too. Ignorant. 

It was hilarious how ignorant he’d been back then. Even now, he could fill oceans with his questions. All he knew was this house and the Houston woods. Way beyond the plains of Texas, what was the world even like? What’d the distant past been like before the world united? He only knew that which Alexander taught him to look for answers to.

And so, A’d stayed. Through everything, he’d stayed. Graspin’ at the bars he’d built on his own cage.

None of Alexander’s drunk, sloppy gropin’ mattered, compared to that. The answers to his questions—to his constant, incessant hunger—were worth everything. He sacrificed his body everyday to pain; at least, this way, he got to choose what his sufferin’ would be for.

“Like I said, let it go, Doc. I’ll just shower and jet, get on out your hair. Sun’s fixin’ to set, anyway.”

“Wait, really? But you just got here. Will you come back soon?” Alexander asked, with big, shameful eyes. His whole body shifted with each change in mood. Every few weeks, he seemed to sink further into his own mania in this way. He looked so sad. Depleted.

A didn’t care. Memories of Alexander’s skin and teeth on him made sure of it. “If I need somethin’, yeah.”

“If?”

“If.”

As he said it, A grinned to himself. He and Dr. Alexander Esmeralda were done. They’d probably been done for years by now. If anything, maybe they’d never really started in the first place. Maybe it was always just coincidence and desperation tyin’ them together. He’d never loved Alexander. Never loved anyone. Never even wanted to. At least Alexander’d tried. 

“You fixin’ to join me in the shower or what? Otherwise, I’ma head out.”

For a second, Alexander actually looked as if he was considerin’ A’s offer, but after another second, he caught onto the rib. “Goodnight,” he hissed, and turned to disappear up the underlit staircase. The bedroom door pivoted quietly shut behind him.

Tonight was just effervescent with mirth. A let out another small, rusty laugh as he paced lazily down the first hallway. It might be the last time he ever saw these busy walls again. He wouldn’t miss the cracked vines that curled underfoot. Not even a lil bit. Big as the place was, Alexander’s creepin’ mania filled up most of the space inside, turnin’ the walls and rooms into features of claustrophobia. Dilapidated stereolithographs, potpourri, burnt incense, lopsided bookcases, towers of old, glass candles, and broken tablets covered in last fall’s crunchy brown leaves littered every flat surface. Beneath, the dim inlaids in the baseboards cut on, synced to his preference for low light, so they barely lit the way.

Yeah, the man that Alexander’d once been was steadily fadin’ away, replaced with this spiralin’ fella who couldn’t even tell A why the sky was blue anymore, much less what set him apart from humanity. Wasn’t worth the trouble even askin’.

It was clear A’d never understand himself or the world the way that Alexander saw it now. He’d have to find another way. His own way.

The bathroom door pivoted open as he approached. Warm lights, white tiles, black grout, and soft steam.

Ding. Evening, A.

The gentle scent of herbs and oils rose with the staccato sound of water from the tall faucet. He stripped quickly out of his clothes and stepped into the large walk-in shower. More slick white tile and rollin’ steam. Under the downpour, his mind cleared.

The bullshit with Alexander, the State Troopers, even the fallen star—all of it washed away. 

Everything except…

Wake up.

There’d been that voice that said, Wake up.

While he was trapped and bein’ drained to death in the fallen star’s grip, that voice’d come from somewhere so faraway. Somewhere warmer and calmer than the fallen star. Maybe, from the ring of light that’d—what? Saved him? Warned him? Snapped him out of it, at least.

What was that ring of red light, anyway? 

If not from himself. If not from the fallen star.

And why’d it lure him to live?

Still so many questions. What a waste of fuckin’ time it’d been to come back here. 

Cleansin’ water pounded on his head, soakin’ the length of the small black curls that lay over his shoulders. Silver strands, and skin, and meat disappeared into the drain. A full minute passed before the water ran clear again. Black, red, pink; clean.








  
  

Chapter 3


Ero





“Finally!” Ero whooped as he sank into the disorienting abyss of the Bridges of Chaos, a wide grin etched on his face. He couldn’t help it. The Empyrean Spheres he left behind him had become so stifling lately; he never thought he’d get the chance to leave. 

But now, he was on his way to Lesser Earth.

Finally.

First, he had to calm down and navigate the Bridges of Chaos. A thousand crosswinds stole the smile right off his face.

“All right, focus.”

It quickly became difficult to breathe, much less speak. Ero closed his eyes, slowed his pulse, and tried to settle his nerves as he kept hurtling through space. As much as he’d prepared for this moment, the Bridges of Chaos still demanded every bit of his concentration to navigate. This inky, interstitial space separating the material and immaterial worlds lacked so many definitions he was used to—light, gravity, and time among them. There were periods he’d done without one or the other back home in the Empyrean Spheres, but never all of them at once. It was chaos, indeed.

Clear head, clear heart. Clear head, clear heart. 

Cerviel’s advice filtered into Ero. Clear his head, so he could clear his heart. If he ever lost himself—be it in the throes of the Bridges of Chaos, or in pursuit of his mission—he could always rely on her guidance. Like a mother’s advice, he had needed it often.

More often than he should need it, if he asked anyone back home.

Heat caught on his shoulder, erupting into an invisible flame.

“Shit!”

He had to focus. If he didn’t get his head straight, he’d be consumed before he landed.

“Come on, clear heart…” he urged himself through grit teeth.

He couldn’t help the doubt, though. The invisible flame at his shoulder slowly spread down his arm as his mind whirled and whirled. Save the effigy and save the world—that was all he had to do to prove himself once and for all. The faith of all the Empyrean Spheres hinged on his efforts here. This mission was the last thing that prevented him from earning it. Then, no one could question him anymore. Everyone back home would have to respect him—some would probably even trust him.

And yet, the flame reached farther back to brush his wing. It licked across feathers and cartilage. A shock of pain stabbed him deep inside. Gasping, he tried to scream, but no sound came out.

Pain meant nothing. He wasn’t afraid. He just had to clear his head—

A second later, he slipped and drowned in the darkness.



Water was the first thing he remembered—it had shattered against his impact like a bullet through glass and swallowed him whole. In the water, everything was warm.

Now, only the cold remained.

Ero shuddered, fully waking up as he did, and sprang to his feet. His wings clattered against something behind him, so he spun around to inspect the damage, only to end up creating more confusion and chaos. Glass vases and pale pinkladies clattered to a rug on the floor. Just what on earth…?

“Oh, right,” he said.

Exactly that—Lesser Earth. 

The world that remained after the last apocalypse.

Distinct from the Infernal fires of hell or the celestial Empyrean Spheres, the Original Earth used to be a perfectly safe cocoon for mortal life. Nature evolved here with effortless balance. Then the angels fell, new civilizations rose, and humans were left on their own. In the end, the Original Earth surrendered to one apocalypse after another, leaving behind fresh, new copies—other Earths. Lesser Earth was one of many realities.

Ero shook his head. 

How had he managed to forget his lovely trip through the Bridges of Chaos to get here? The struggle still seemed so clear now that he remembered it. The doubt, the fear, the fire, and the pain that followed still stung. Cerviel would stroke his face to console him, if she knew. Ireul would strike it. 

He forced himself to ground. Clear head, clear heart.

Where was he now? 

He scanned the room: baby blue walls, a spiral staircase in the far corner, and a small collection of furniture crammed into every available space. Beside him sat the large couch he’d been asleep on a minute ago. His long jacket still lay there, rumpled, dripping wet, and missing huge, tattered patches. Panicked for a second, he clutched at the edge of his wing where the doubt and fear had dug into him before. There was no lasting damage from the flame, thank goodness. Just the same gaping holes in his shirt that matched his jacket.

“Enough,” he said with a harsh sigh. So much for grounding. 

He couldn’t keep thinking of Ireul and insignificant failures. It was these racing, pacing doubts that Cerviel always warned Ero against—being his own worst enemy. She would also warn him that he didn’t have to be perfect. 

He just had to start. 

First, he had to deal with the person who’d brought him here. “Where are you?” he murmured, engaging the eclipse matrix in his mind as he lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “Ah, there you are…”

His unique gift, the eclipse matrix, enhanced many of his unconscious strengths. His senses multiplied until he could reach through the ceiling to sense the woman above. All the information that he needed to know about her answered him—the smell of shea, the color of lavender, and a warm ocean breeze. That was her, Dr. Lios Grey Hartsend.

She tip-toed down the stairs, eyes on the steps, until she stopped before the landing. “Oh!” she said, hesitating once her gaze met Ero’s. “I guess all that noise woke you up, too?” She had shoulder-length curls pulled up into a top knot, and deep brown eyes that hid behind square glasses. A curious Black woman with a careful nature, she reminded him of Lesser Earth. They were both fragile and full of ruins that whispered of past failures. He would have to be careful with her. Most of the others back home might not care, but he couldn’t help it. Her caution made him want to cover her. Lios was the first human he had ever met. Who knew if he’d ever meet another?

The least he could do was thank her properly before he started his mission. Right—he had to keep his mind on the mission. Clear head, Ero. 

“Yes,” he said, forcing a smile. “It was me. Sorry about that. I just came to. Thanks for helping me out back there.”

Lios didn’t say anything. She didn’t seem to know what to say, even though she parted her mouth as if she wanted to ask a heavy, wordless question.

Ero tried again. It’d be characterless to leave her with such a damaged impression of him. He was better than that. He had to be. 

“Your name’s Lios. Right? Mine is Cerviel, but you can just call me Ero. Pleased to meetcha.” He stretched out his hand.

Lios cleared her throat and adjusted her glasses, turning her eyes away. “Excuse me if I don’t shake your hand. I did bring you here and all, but it’s like you said, I fished you right out the Gulf. The currents brought in a ton of sediment last night. You’re a bit filthy.”

Ero grinned as he took his hand back to flip a few salt-crusted curls over his shoulder. “And yet, you brought me home. I slept on your couch.” He nodded back at it. “Right here.”

Lios let out a startled breath. Hot needles of embarrassment pierced through her and settled like sediment in Ero’s gut. 

He rubbed at his stomach through his clothes. Was this what guilt felt like? 

“Sorry. I’m being rude. I can wash up, no problem.”

“No, you’re right. I’m the one who brought you here. I couldn’t help but drag you out of the water. There was somethin’ about you… You got to understand, I lecture over at A&M, and I was just on my usual walk to the park-and-ride this morning when I saw you out there, all of a sudden. You looked so peaceful, like you were taking a nap, and I almost left you well enough alone at first glance. Funny, huh? But something drew me to you, and it was like I had to bring you home. I even took a sick day. Don’t ask me why. I just couldn’t let you out of my sight. You were light as a feather when I carried you here on my back. None of it makes a lick of sense.”

As she stopped talking, Lios looked to Ero. Her eyes were wide behind her glasses, and her aura—the energy field around all living beings which reflected their inner self—was full of murky confusion.

“You have wings,” she finished. 

Ero’s heart squeezed. Ghosts, like him, often had that effect on humans.

He took pity on her with another smile. “Yes, I do. I guess, from where you’re standing, it really doesn’t make any sense. Let me start over.” 

He waited until she thawed—until the needles dispersed in her belly—then extended a hand for her to take again. 

“I’m Ero.”

“Lios.” She accepted the handshake warily.

As soon as their skin touched, Lios’ unease dissolved. Ero’s aura overtook hers and calmed down all the worries, fears, and anxieties that muddled its color. A faint, mysterious purple peeked through, telegraphing her sensitive demeanor; as lavender as the smell of her charming little home. 

“Amazing,” he whispered. He’d never felt anything like it.

This was the first time he had ever touched the heart of a human. It filled him with warmth and purpose that he’d ever known—despite his entire existence revolving around both.

Ero’s job was to protect humans, like Lios, but it almost came secondary to his life mission. In his wildest imagination, he couldn’t have predicted how spectacular it felt just to fulfill his most basic of functions. He’d spent his whole life surrounded by other ghosts and never cared about one of them as much as he did Lios. 

Why? Was there something special about Lios? Or something wrong with Ero?

Lios didn’t hear him. Now that she was more comfortable under his influence, she pulled an arm from behind her back, which revealed a set of dry clothes that she had fished from her wardrobe earlier. “Well, if you’re not going to answer me, you can at least put these on. They probably won’t fit too well, not for a while, anyway, but you won’t have to stand there drippin’ wet in half-burnt clothes while the fit adjusts. Go on,” she said, and used both hands to press the clothes to Ero’s chest.

He grabbed them. Dry, warm, and snug, everything was black, the way Ero’s own singed clothes were. They would be tight for a while—Lios only stood at about five-five. Still, he craved the kindness that came so naturally to her. Ghosts never had time for kindness. Cerviel’s training sessions were as close as he’d ever gotten. 

“Thank you, Lios,” he said, gushing, and set the clothes along the arm of the couch. It was the only dry patch left.

“Y-you can wash up before you change if you like…” 

“Of course. It’ll just take a second.” 

Ero flashed a smile, brushed his frizzy, rosy curls behind his shoulders, and tucked his wings in tight against his back. Lios had done a poor job of ignoring them, her gaze eager to trace their shape and long, sleek white lines. He peeled off the remains of his old outfit without disturbing a single feather and swiftly changed into his new clothes. The remnants of the old pair vanished when they hit the floor. 

“You’re beautiful,” Lios said. The words seemed to escape her, like water from a boiling pot. 

Ero held back a pained smile. “Oh.” 

He shouldn’t have been surprised. He couldn’t blame her for not being able to see all the fine, invisible scars that stretched across his body from his intense training. Back home, it was often the only part of himself he felt others could see—like all his tender, battered guts were on display whenever others looked his way—but Lios was human. All she would see was someone solid, statuesque, and flawless. Someone invincible and incredible.

“Am I?” Ero mumbled.

Lios caught herself by shaking her head. “Sorry, I mean, your wings—your wings are so beautiful. They’re not real, right, but why’s it seem like they are? I…” 

Her eyes glazed over until she trailed off again and, as if hypnotized, reached a hand up to brush against Ero’s wing. 

Ero caught her by the wrist. “Doctor, you really shouldn’t do that,” he said, sliding his hand firmly into hers. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

His wings might have looked gentle and ethereal, but, like himself, their glamor gilded razor edges. 

“How could something so beautiful hurt?” Lios blinked with consideration. “Shit, I’m sorry. It’s just that they’re so…” 

“To you, they’re beautiful. To me, they’re weapons.” Ero flashed another assuring smile.

Lios nodded, even if only to acknowledge her persistent confusion, slowly clearing a path in the fog of her aura. “You’re dangerous.”

“In some contexts.” Ero snapped to attention, arms at his sides, and then half-bowed to her. “In this one, I’m just an angel.”

“Angel? You’re an angel?”

“Yes. At your service.” He straightened up, watching her closely. 

Confusion passed like a shadow over Lios’ face for a long while before her eyes lit up. A kaleidoscope of curious colors melted into her aura. It formed a light that peeked out from inside her, so bright that it overpowered her earlier nervousness. Her sleeping passion, prodded awake. 

“You are… an angel?” Lios tried again. “That’s why you’re so beautiful and dangerous?”

“In some contexts.” Ero laughed gently.

“I don’t think I understand. Why would there be an angel on Earth?”

“Don’t worry about all of that. Seriously, even if I gave you all the answers, you wouldn’t be able to understand them. It’s the human condition. In fact, forget I’m even an angel. Just think of me as a ghost. You know what ghosts are.”

As an immaterial entity—or ghost—angels had sometimes been understood best in this way. The ghosts of millions of humans who’d lived and died crossed into the material realm everyday. Most humans knew that offhand.

Ero was a non-human ghost, though.

He’d never lived. He’d never died. Like all non-human ghosts, his body was immortal, and his life was eternal. He was the perfect protector. If angels healed, helped, and loved, then Ero excelled at all of that and more.

He couldn’t really say too much more than that about his role, task, or life—Lios didn’t have anything to do with it, anyway. He had no reason to burden her with such knowledge. He shouldn’t have told her anything. He shouldn’t have been here in the first place. 

But in the same subconscious way that something in him had compelled Lios to Ero, something similar compelled Ero to Lios. He had so much on his shoulders, and yet, all he wanted was to take a seat right next to her on the couch and learn about the world through her eyes. Forever.

Maybe he could spare just a few more moments. Even angels like Ero weren’t totally omniscient, and there could always be a hidden reason for this abrupt detour that he shouldn’t ignore. 

“Ghosts aren’t supposed to be real, though,” Lios said after another beat. “You are real. I know you are because I carried you home.”

“Right, Lios. Ghosts aren’t real, and I’m not standing in front of you right now.” Ero passed a hand over his hair, finally cleaning and drying it in an instant. 

A long silence followed as Lios digested all that she could. Then, with a quick breath, she said, “I guess that explains your red eyes, too!” She belted out a deep belly laugh for a solid minute. 

Ero’s aura gleamed under the shower of her laughter. It tickled, but it also smarted. It reminded him of everything he wasn’t supposed to be—free, flawed, human. Still, it was gorgeous. 

“Course! Of fuckin’ course! Absolutely, it explains everything! Here, I’d been thinking of all the students I see around campus sometimes, always casually wearing the most outlandish things. A couple of my kids in my class show up dressed kind of similar. Imagine my face, haha. I mean, it is technically harmless, so I can’t really advise them otherwise in good conscience, but damn.” She wiped a tear away as she composed herself again. “As for the wings, I actually have a colleague on campus  who built a prototype that looks a lot like yours, so it’s not like I’m unfamiliar there, either. Oh, my goodness. I can’t believe how eager I was to dismiss all that.” 

Lios dismally tapped her palm to her forehead.

“Hey.” Ero reached across the couch to massage her shoulder. “Lios, don’t be too hard on yourself. This would be a lot for anyone. Honestly, I owe you another apology. I’m so sorry that I made myself your problem today. It’s my fault that I ended up in the ocean, but it’s not like my life was in any danger. You shouldn’t have had to get involved.”

The words leaving his mouth didn’t seem like his own. He heard his voice in his ears, of course, but on top of it, he also heard Ireul’s.

Just look at you. Lollygagging with a human when the effigy is still out there, killing. You’re useless.

He was useless.

“Problem? What problem?” Lios asked. “I don’t recall ever having called you a problem. No matter whose fault it is, I’m glad our paths crossed today. You changed my life.”

“Stop that.”

“No, I’m serious. Listen. I may not have saved your life out there, but I think you saved mine. I’ll never see that spot on the beach with the same eyes. Just what in the hell were you doing that landed you unconscious on the business side of the seawall?”

Ah, right. The Galveston Seawall. 

The shoreline appeared in his mind directly from Lios’ memories. It dazzled under the early morning dawn when the tides were calm and clear, and the seawall gleamed the same soft way. Why did he end up there, instead of at the effigy’s side as he should’ve?

“Accidents happen.” Ero lifted the shattered vases from the floor where Lios had simply stepped over them as if she was used to it. Lots of the cracks had been previously plastered. “Like this. Right? I took a wrong turn, or a spill.”

Fortunately. Who knew where else he could’ve ended up, with the way his thoughts had spiraled toward the end? The Bridges of Chaos were notorious for luring lesser angels all the way to hell. 

“Sure,” Lios said, perplexed enough as it was. “Let’s just go with that for now. Accident-prone angel. So then, you’re not from around here, and you’re not supposed to be here. Where are you supposed to be, then?”

Ero swallowed. This was the part he’d been kind of dreading. He had to face his mission sooner or later. “Where am I supposed to be…?” he echoed. For a moment, he couldn’t differentiate between the knot in his own throat and hers. He tried to center himself by covering the vase in hands with a gold-white light that united all of its broken pieces like new. The pinkladies perched undisturbed inside.

“Let’s find out.”

Again, he accessed his eclipse matrix and closed his eyes, trying to increase his focus.

This was the first step of his mission—to concentrate on the effigy of evil that plagued this planet, which Ero had been sent here to find.

For a long while—too long of a while—there was no answer. He reached, and searched, and stretched far for anything that would lead him to the effigy of evil, but nothing surfaced.

Nothing except for an empty shadow.

The vase almost tilted out of Ero’s grasp. His eyes snapped open as he gripped it around the neck. 

Lios barely noticed. “What do you mean, ‘find out’? How can you leave if you don’t know where you’re going?”

A smile blossomed onto Ero’s face. It was a reflex—the last thing he wanted to do. 

He wanted to dig in, grow roots if he had to, and find out why he couldn’t sense the effigy. He wanted to know how it was possible that he could’ve already failed. For the first time in his existence, he had no idea what to do. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, distantly. “Not just yet.”

He couldn’t. The void where the effigy should be gnawed at him—a weight more suffocating than the Bridges of Chaos had been. This time, he couldn’t choke. He wouldn’t. 

He was better than that. He had to be.
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