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ISHA

I’M UTTERLY still when she enters her home, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright—so alive. I would almost hate to see that light go out of her.

Almost.

“Hello?” she says, glancing around as if expecting someone.

She couldn’t possibly have expected me, and her eyes pass over where I sit, draped in shadows and silence. When she receives no answer, her brow creases in puzzlement. I don’t reveal myself, content to observe her as she turns a full circle, searching her quaint abode. She’s yet unafraid, vibrant in a pale green tunic belted with flaxen rope at the waist, her chest twined with the same fibrous bonds, tightly accentuating her form. The rope also winds around her forearm in a cuff that I know isn’t mere decoration, but coiled like a serpent ready to strike. Ready to unleash the pain that brings her power.

Briefly, I imagine my own cuff there. The fear I might inspire in her eyes.

When she finds no one, she goes to the window to peer outside, her red-bronze hair glowing like embers in the stream of afternoon sunlight slanting inside. She braces one arm against the counter, gripping the marble edge, her other arm ending in a stump below the elbow. Showing me her back.

How easily I could wrap my hands around that slender neck of hers from behind.

Instead, I only shift my legs where I recline, crossing them at the ankle as I allow myself to fully solidify on the mortal plane. She must sense my presence, though she tries to hide it—out of cleverness or simple terror? I doubt the latter. The spinning wheels of her mind are silent, but the sudden tension in the graceful line of her pale shoulder gives her away, bared by the split curtain of her hair, and her knuckles whiten on the counter’s edge. Such small details don’t escape me. My eyes scan her body as if she were a temple with an unknown dedication. But I know whom she worships.

Is she looking for him outside, even knowing I’ve come? Knowing it’s too late?

“Did your boy god leave you alone?” I ask casually, by way of greeting. My voice is a dark breeze that sends a shiver over her skin that once again only I can see. “You may look upon me without turning to ash, if that’s your concern.”

Most gods are made of pure aether, and in their true form they tend to incinerate those mortals who are unfortunate enough to spy them with the naked eye. I’m mixed with a darker substance.

She surprises me by speaking before she turns. “I know why you’re here.”

She finally looks over her shoulder—Sadaré, the name she’s using now whispering through my mind—her green eyes sharp in the soft, pleasing angles of her face. I wear my own face for her, pieced together with enough contrast to be interesting to me, if confined: strong, pale contours; a short black beard matching my straight, neatly bound-up hair; eyes the color of polished iron. I hear I’m beautiful. I usually don’t care. To her credit, I barely hear her intake of breath at the sight of me, though I know how I must appear to her, cloaked in the grace of finality and the perfection of the unchanging. Never mind that I’ve made myself thoroughly at home, sprawled in a black robe in the boy god’s favorite leather chair, a cup of their best vintage already in my hand.

She shakes her head as if to deny what she’s seeing. Deny me.

I take a sip of wine, my lips curving in a sly smile. “Not surprised to see me?”

“You want Daesra,” she says, swallowing. Her mouth is dry.

She must not understand that I can’t take him—not anymore, after what he’s become. And yet I’m curious how she imagines this ending.

All I say is “You sound parched. Would you care for some wine?” As if this were my house, not theirs. She the guest, not me.

Though I’m hardly a guest.

She doesn’t answer, only stands with that coiled tension.

“Are you going to try attacking me with your witch’s magic?” I ask, as if that could be a pleasant diversion. It would be amusing at the very least.

She must know those tricks won’t work against me, because she only glances once more at the window. I don’t bother looking myself, because he will most certainly be too late.

Instead of answering any of my questions, she asks me another. “Why are you so bent on claiming him?” The frightened press of her lips somehow tilts into a smirk. “Seems there are better uses for your time.”

She’s brave, I’ll grant her that—and perhaps an explanation as well, though it’s usually beneath me to justify my actions. After all, she doesn’t know me. Yet.

I wave my hand lazily in the air. “You’re a clever enough girl, so you must know I have endless time. And what better use of it could there be than to punish those who so thoroughly break the rules—my rules, specifically? His very essence is defiance, but I am the ultimate reckoning. I am the inevitable. So many forms he has taken to flee my grasp, and yet I will always find him: Deseus, the half boy, half god who became a daemon. Daesra, your twisted reflection. Deonyus, I would call him now. New god in an old tongue, as if such a transformation could disguise his true nature. Boy god might yet suit him better, but even I would accord him a name befitting his station, little though he deserves it. Either way, he will be mine in the end.”

“His name is Daesra,” she insists with a determination that makes my jaw twitch imperceptibly. Less imperceptibly, her hand begins to rise, slowly, subtly. She’s reaching for something. My eyes shoot to her neck, where she wears a silver ring threaded on a leather cord.

My hand closes over the ring first. Because I’m no longer reclined across the room, but standing before her in less than a blink of a mortal eye. She gasps in truth and lurches back, but not far, pinned between me and the marble counter as she is, the cord at her neck pulling taut. I don’t relax my grip, even though I risk marring her neck.

It’s my right to leave my mark on her, if I desire. And I do, especially in the face of her defiance.

“What’s this?” I ask, glancing down at the ring held trapped in my fist.

“Just a trinket,” she breathes, her voice effervescent with fear.

I like the texture of it.

“Come now.” I jerk the cord playfully, though it bites into her neck. “I thought you were clever, which means you shouldn’t take me for a fool.”

She scoffs out a breath that’s closer to a laugh—not what I expected. “Fine. Daesra gave it to me, as a symbol of the bond between us. He would have me wear it on my finger, but I’ve kept it there.” She nods at my fist. “Kept him waiting.”

“And yet you were reaching for it.”

“I toy with it when I’m nervous.” She tosses one shoulder, calmer now. “You can have it for all I care.”

I snap the cord from her neck, lurching her forward. She can’t help careening into me, steadying herself with her palm against my chest. I stand immovable, merely raising my brow as she looks up at me. It’s not only her pained surprise—the flinch there and gone—that I see windowed in her wide eyes, but her rush of pleasure, which she quickly blinks away. And yet I caught it, as surely as a hunter to a skittish hare.

It’s true, then. She likes pain. It’s not only a means to an end for her magic. She enjoys it.

I may very well enjoy this.

My hand swallows the ring, stealing it away to my realm. I can’t sense anything peculiar about it, but if it’s significant to him, it’s significant to me, whatever it is to her.

She tries to shift around me, but I plant my hands on the marble on either side of her, penning her in. She presses her hips against the edge in a futile attempt to back away. For a moment, I imagine what those curves would feel like under my palms.

Not yet.

“I would offer my thanks,” I say, holding her wide eyes as I lean forward, forcing her to lean farther back, “but I’ve already taken it. Just as I will take Deonyus or Daesra, whatever name the boy god wishes to give himself. You must understand”—I tip my head at her—“I always get what I want.”

I’m about to add eventually when what she says next gives me pause, especially with how resolute her voice is:

“Take me instead.”

My heavy stare weighs on her for a moment. She attempts to straighten, which only brings her closer to the question upon my lips.

“Tell me, why would I want you, Arinae?” Her offer to once again grant me what I’ve already claimed leaves me curious about her thoughts, when I’m rarely curious anymore.

“Sadaré,” she insists. “My name is Sadaré now.”

There will be time to punish her for her stubbornness later, so I only reach up to tug a lock of her hair, making her flinch. I smile in return. “Then I ask again, Sadaré, why you? You’re a mere mortal. He’s the true prize.”

No lies, just a question and the facts. She’ll know my intention soon enough, if she doesn’t already.

Her words come slightly breathless. “You know how it would hurt him, to realize I’m with you.”

Oh, I know, but I pretend to consider the possibilities that I’ve already imagined hundreds, thousands of times, twisting the strand of her red hair around my bone-white finger before letting it drop. I want a fistful of it tangled in my grip, but now isn’t the time. “An appealing prospect, I must admit. However, much as with the ring, you’re not offering me anything I can’t take already.”

“It’s not what is offered but the intent behind it. I gave the ring willingly, and you would prefer I give myself to you willingly, as well. I can tell.”

Her eyes, no longer denying me, seem to cut into me to trace my gold-lined veins all the way to my heart, stabbing it through, reading the bleeding truth written within my flesh. To not have to take, but to be given what I’m owed. And yet how can she see this desire buried so deeply inside? Feeling exposed makes a long-held rage build within me, but I keep it under tight control, letting nothing show on my face.

Desire and control. Always in balance. I allow only a sardonic curve to my mouth. She stares at my lips.

As for her, her desire is plain—out of control. Ready for my control.

“You’re not what I expected,” I admit, a hint of approval in my tone. I thought she would only come kicking and screaming, but here she is, giving herself to me.

Not that I trust such a gift.

Her cheeks flush a delicate pink hue with her red mortal blood, and yet her own words are appraising. “You’re not exactly what I expected, either.”

“And what did you expect?” I ask, curious rather than disapproving of her audacity, even as I loom over her.

She purses her lips, and it’s my turn to stare at her mouth. Her tone is light, despite what she says. “A terrible countenance? A fearsome disposition? Dreadful seriousness, at the very least.”

Oh, I can be terrible and fearsome, but only in their proper place, so it’s the latter I address. “Why would I be so somber?”

“You do realize where you live, don’t you?”

My laughter in response is genuine. Even locked in the confines of my arms, she smiles tentatively up at me. How she’ll amuse me before I’m done with her. “Then you must realize I might as well enjoy myself wherever I am, especially since I have all the time in the world. As for you, I also expected less agreeability. But are you truly willing?” My voice sharpens with the threat it holds. “Why should I believe you wish to hurt him, save for giving me the ring I’ve already taken?”

She shrugs and seats herself upon the counter, such a casual gesture in the face of my presence, akin to tossing a handful of petals into a bottomless pit just to see how they fall. I can’t help but admire her even as I feel the urge to consume her. At least she treads carefully with her words—a balancing act above a deadly drop. “I don’t exactly wish to hurt him, but… Perhaps I’m tired of his attempts to play a god when the daemon fit him so much better. Perhaps I crave the darkness that he relinquished. Darkness, I see, you have in abundance.” Her gaze now traces the length of me boldly, no longer cutting but caressing, and then flutters around us like a bird in a cage. If it’s an act, it’s well done. “I feel trapped by this simple life he’s built for us. These walls don’t fit either of us terribly well. This is comfortable, yes, but bland. Pain is pleasure to me. It’s flavor.”

She likes strong flavors. I heard the whispers, even among the gods, and now I know it to be true. She’s right to suspect that I do as well.

But pain is also power, for her. And if she honestly believes Deonyus has fled his darkness instead of fed it, she’s a fool. And I don’t believe she’s a fool.

All I ask is, “So you would exchange your walls for mine?”

“I imagine yours are bigger,” she says with another smirk. It drops away, and she adds in seriousness, “While he’s merely playing at godhood, you’re not—however charming your smiles.”

I shake my head, only partially managing to cast off her compliment. At least I don’t grant her another smile. “No, Sadaré, I’m not playing. But what game are you about, hm?” I chuck her under the chin with the fold of my knuckle.

She holds my gaze evenly. “None. You have more to offer me. More than even the daemon he once was.”

I’m well aware of how much more luxury I could afford her than this simple stone house, decorated as it is with woven rugs to lend it paltry warmth and surrounded by rows of heavy grapevines to mask its smallness. How much more pain I could give her. How much more power, though it would be entirely subject to me.

I could even give her back her arm. Complete with another cuff.

And if I were also a mortal fool, I might be convinced of her willingness, even eagerness, to belong to me. A part of me still wants to believe her—the part that’s all too godlike, vain and susceptible to obsequious flattery. Perhaps it’s for the best, then, that I’ve long been despised as a god and learned to distrust such things.

“I’m more to your taste, you mean? But I must warn you, as an old god, I’m quite particular myself—an upholder of the divine order, if you will. The very antithesis of your boy god.” I pause with heavy meaning. “I have rules you must follow.”

“I can follow rules,” she says with a touch of defiance, the irony of which seems to escape her.

“Can you?” My doubt makes her lips slant in a frown. Good, she wants to prove herself to me. Which is a step closer to wanting my approval. She’s already seemed to respond well to it, so I’m happy to give her smiles and praise if she obeys. And if she doesn’t, I’m equally happy to give her more pain than she could ever want. But one step at a time. “Very well, here’s a rule: If I accept your trade and take you instead of him, you must forget this life. You must drink of my waters.”

The trade is unfair since I already intended to take her in place of Daesra, and she would have to drink anyway. But she’s offering me what I already have, so I’ll repay her with equal consideration.

Her body recoils once more, even though her voice is fierce. “I’ve already been forced to forget myself once. To become someone else—him—in a god’s game. No games between us. If you want me to come willingly, I keep my memory.”

I bark a laugh. “Once again, you reveal how little you have to bargain. If I made you forget, you would soon become willing anyway. I can tell.” I quote her own words back at her with dark amusement. “It’s in your nature. And all of us—from mere mortals to the highest of the gods—must adhere to our own natures.”

“That wouldn’t be true willingness on my part,” she insists. “You can’t make bow what you’ve already broken in half. It wouldn’t be me. And I would want to be myself… with you.”

The resistance, as well as the promise in her words, sends delicious anticipation rippling through me, though I chase it with calm. She’s not lying, exactly, but she’s not speaking the full truth. “A pretty plea, but all who pass into my realm must forget their lives unless they’ve earned remembrance.” I tilt my head to the side as if pondering what I’ve already decided. “But to forget yourself entirely would be to lose your flavor, indeed. And perhaps it’s one I would like to taste. You can earn the preservation of your memory from me. By serving me.”

Her voice is breathy as she says, “I thought I didn’t interest you. I thought you only wished to hurt him.”

I duck my head at her. “Come, Sadaré, allow me to possess two desires in one. Did you think I would bring you to my realm and grant you free rein, with the sole goal of tormenting Daesra? I may be an old god, but trust that I’m neither carved of stone nor simple in my design.”

She’s only one more step in my path to Daesra—if nearly the final and most critical—but there’s amusement to be had in toying with one’s food.

“No. You’re not simple.” She bites her lip briefly, and I can almost feel it under my own teeth.

Soon.

“A rule bent, then,” I say, my fingers tracing up her arm, leaving gooseflesh in their wake, “just for you—just this once—in return for your willingness to bend to me. After which you must follow all my rules obediently or face punishment.” I pause, letting her attend me. I would have her waiting on my every word. “And here’s the first rule: You must forget him, at least. Not immediately, but eventually.”

When she hesitates, I say, my voice lightly mocking, “A blessing, no, since you were forced to become him? Since you just complained of his too-light touch? If I’m to believe you truly no longer care for him, if I’m to truly taste you in return, then I want your unadulterated flavor sooner or later, unspoiled by him.” I cup her cheek, lifting her chin into a less stubborn tilt and her eyes to mine. I lean in close, my own lips nearly touching the lobe of her ear, the delicate rim of flesh tempting my tongue as I whisper, “Face it, my dear. You’re mine already. You know what I will do to you to taunt him. What you will allow me to do to you.”

Her eyes flash up to me, a flare of anger overcoming that deeper current of pleasure that I glimpse once more in those green depths. “Who’s to say what I’ll allow?”

I pull back only enough to stare down at her, a smile spreading slowly across my face. “You’ll beg me for it.”

She lets out a shaky laugh, which she quickly swallows. “Knowing me…” She doesn’t finish, but when she meets my gaze once more, unflinching, still defiant, there is a pull between us, drawing her toward me as inexorably as a river to the sea. “Fine,” she says. “I agree.”

I surprise myself by speaking the words aloud this time. “I may very well enjoy this.”

She squares her shoulders. “Then take me as you wish.”

And so, I do.
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DAESRA

I DON’T know why Sadaré insisted I accompany her to the market, especially since it becomes quickly and abundantly clear that I don’t belong here. Unlike the wine we’re hauling with us, I’m not made for mortal consumption. I never was and I never will be, no matter the growth and ferment I inspire in grapes. All I seem to inspire in humans is unease. Which is perhaps a type of ferment, but one too sour to be palatable.

The townsfolk eye me warily, even though I’ve hidden the horns on my head and my black claws from their sight, and changed my blue-smoked skin to a light brown—as close as I can remember to my mortal mother’s—and my wine-red irises to sable in order to pass among them as human. They regard us with shadowed-darkened gazes and pinched lips, their tunics worn and stained from their labors. A suspicious and unkempt lot, they are. True, they haven’t yet seen us outside of the old vineyard nearby that mysteriously became fruitful enough to already have produced a new vintage this fall. Uncanny, yes, but hardly a sign of danger. We come bearing wine—who doesn’t love wine, and a lovely one at that?—and yet they look at us with their hands tightening around their tools of trade as they would around sword hilts, huddling closer together and muttering in front of their wooden stalls as if we’re toting a cart of plague-ridden corpses behind our pair of donkeys instead of freshly wax-topped amphorae filled with their next libations. I nearly expect them to start casting stones and calling me a daemon.

The fact that I’m not a daemon anymore doesn’t seem to sway public opinion in our favor. Once stained, always visible, perhaps, even under the sheen of divinity. Not that I’ve let my divinity show, either, such that it is.

“I really shouldn’t have come,” I murmur at Sadaré out of the corner of my mouth.

“I need you,” she murmurs back, a pleasant smile fixed firmly on her lips, her eyes resolutely ahead. “And you need this.”

While I doubt the latter, she indeed requires assistance to unload the heavy clay jars from the wagon with her arm missing below the elbow and without displaying her unnatural powers as a witch. Since that part of her body is absent courtesy of me, perhaps I should have been helping her without complaint and with copious apologies. I’ve already apologized countless times, but in this instance, she had no need to deliver wine herself to the market. We could have paid the harvesters to do it, whom she was hesitant to hire in the first place and even less inclined to trust, pragmatist that she is, or we could have not bothered to sell it at all.

“I’m still human,” Sadaré insisted after I’d argued with her plan back at home.

Which was ever the problem, ever the core of the argument between us. “You don’t have to be, and I’m certainly not.”

“And yet you need to live, Daesra, like I do.”

I couldn’t help hearing the rest of what I’d once promised her. To live, and live differently.

So I sigh now as I sighed earlier this morning. “You said this would be beneficial. Let them see you, you said. And yet, I’m struggling to see the benefit.” My eyes skip around, counting the crowd’s numbers and measuring their positions. I’m estimating how quickly I could cut them down if they charge us before I realize it.

My sword, too, is hidden, though it could be ready in my hand in a blink.

“You live among mortals. So that’s what we’re doing.”

Not imagining how best to kill them, she probably means.

“Mortals and I don’t have a pleasant history.” A vision of a blood-smeared temple and the corpse-lined path leading to it comes to mind, flies swarming alongside the butterflies. It wasn’t entirely my doing. Those mortals hunted me first. And yet I still have to suppress a shudder at the memory—one that never bothered me as a daemon and yet haunts me now as a god.

She must know exactly what I’m thinking because she says, “This is your chance to change that.”

As we halt our cart near the fountain at the center of the square, the donkeys shift nervously, but Sadaré stands tall by my side, fearless, meeting the distrustful stares like a proud goddess instead of the mortal she is. That she somehow is still mortal, if a powerful witch, even though she possesses the means to become a god, is the deepest of holes we’ve dug for ourselves as far as disagreements go—since the labyrinth, at least—but this matter of the market is more immediate and, I hope, much easier to extract ourselves from.

“Let’s just turn around and go,” I mutter.

“No,” Sadaré says quietly, and then calls, “Anyone care to try some wine? First cup is free.”

No one moves, and something like anger, shame, and guilt—all mild but enough to itch—tingles under my skin.

She shouldn’t have to go through this on my behalf. It has only become more and more apparent that mortals are repelled by me on a fundamental level. It’s my fault that they’re acting like this, never mind that I’m trying to be good—the tame little human with his tame little donkeys and his civilized little cart.

How can you fear me when you don’t know what I am? When I don’t even know what I am?

With the thought, a hunger within me grows, expanding outward until I can feel it in the air.

An invitation.

“Come, we won’t bite,” I say, a bit too bitingly. Sadaré nudges me subtly with her elbow.

For a long moment, they only stare at us. The pressure of the crowd is like a collectively held breath, until one man steps forward. He doesn’t ease the tension, only heightens it.

“What else are you selling?” he asks, a leer in his tone I don’t care for.

Sadaré blinks. “Only wine.”

He eyes her up and down. “I’d pay for you.”

I sidle between her and the man, but before I can shove him away—perhaps keeping his severed balls in my grip while I do—a woman dashes up behind him, snatching him by the arm, and drags him away, yelling obscenities at him and lashing him about the head and shoulders with a wooden spoon. He only flinches and snarls at her like a beaten dog. It’s all so violent and sudden, Sadaré and I stare at each other in shock.

But we don’t have long to ponder before another man takes his place. This time, his feverish gaze lingers on me.

“How about you, then?” he asks, his voice a hoarse, desperate whisper. But then someone else is clamoring behind him, and another behind her, shouting at us and each other, wanting us or denying their neighbor, until there’s a crowd heaving around us like an angry sea, both struggling toward us and yet held back by their own tide. Someone topples into the fountain with a splash. Fights break out openly, and I spot a spray of blood streak the air.

“Now can we go?” I ask Sadaré through gritted teeth, my eyebrow raised. My voice is calm, but the back of my neck is prickling in warning, and my fingers twitch in an effort to withhold my claws, let alone my sword.

“Yes,” she pants, backing away and guiding the donkeys with her. At that moment, a woman lunges past me, grasping for Sadaré’s hair. The urge to kill the woman where she stands rises instinctively within me, but she only catches a few strands of those red-bronze locks in her fingers before she’s thrown back with invisible force into the crowd and swallowed by thrashing limbs. Sadaré lets out a breath that she wasn’t holding in fear, but against the painful tightness of the ropes tied around her chest, having increased her own discomfort intentionally.

Either one of us could have shoved the woman, but we didn’t—at least not openly. Sadaré used her witch’s trick, exchanging pain for potency to exert elsewhere, while I did nothing.

Except… maybe not nothing. Rather, I’ve done enough already, and anything else would be too obvious, too dramatic. Or even deadly.

I can still barely hold myself back from defending Sadaré, but I force myself to follow her, especially after she gives me an urgent, insistent jerk of her head.

The rest of the townsfolk hardly seem to notice our quiet but hurried retreat. They’re all shouts and swinging fists and tussling bodies on the ground. Fortunately I didn’t let Pogli come on this ill-fated venture. His horns, stubby wings, and pig’s tail are easy enough for me to disguise on his small if stout figure, but with this ruckus, the little chimera would have barked up a storm or perhaps grown to the size of a lion and torn through the crowd. That would have been less easy to hide.

The town and its cries fall away behind us as the road takes us around a hill and a line of cypress trees. Only when we have relative silence around us—no one following that I can tell, other than the donkeys with our still-laden cart—do we both hold each other’s gazes uneasily and let our voices out.

“Well, that didn’t go well,” she says with a tense huff of laughter.

“Was it something in the wine?” I suggest, trying to make light of the crushing weight on my shoulders. They’re torn between hunching in shame and drawing my sword from thin air to go charging back there to eviscerate them all. I take a deep breath in an attempt to calm myself. It doesn’t help.

“They didn’t even have any.”

“I know.” Just as I know it’s something in me, not the wine, that caused them to act like beasts.

She knows, too. “You did that, didn’t you?” At least she doesn’t sound furious. I was braced for it, and now something in me sags.

“I didn’t intend to,” I say, defensiveness creeping into my tone. She gives me a glance that’s half rueful and half doubtful, and guilt twists in my stomach. “I wouldn’t put you in danger just to prove a point. At least not anymore.”

At least I hope I never would now. I would have—and did—as a daemon, and yet I’m not entirely sure what I’m capable of as a god. I can change myself at will, unlike other gods with stricter parameters, and perhaps I can change mortals as well, in a manner beyond their appearances—and perhaps beyond my control. I felt out of control as they descended into madness.

I don’t insist, as I have in the past, that I’m different now. I am different, but I’m not sure it entirely weighs in my favor if what I’m beginning to suspect is true.

I’m a god of chaos.

I only realize I’ve spoken aloud when Sadaré says, “No. You’re more like a force of nature.”

She says it to be reassuring rather than disparaging. A force of nature. A calm or crashing sea. A blue or boiling sky. A still or shattering earth. An abundant harvest or a plague upon mortals.

“A force that inspires others,” she continues hurriedly, after sensing my reaction. “I felt it, too, back there. I’ve felt it before, with you. I feel it now.”

“What do you feel?” I ask, curious despite myself.

“A desire to do what I might not indulge otherwise. It’s a push toward… something.”

“So I inspire a state akin to drunkenness in mortals? Lovely.” I scoff. “That’s no better than chaos.”

“It is, because the desire is still mine, unclouded. I just feel a… nudge… in the right direction.”

“Or the wrong direction.”

“A forward direction, at least.”

Forward and always down, I think, just like our path through the maze, which was a reflection of my daemonically bound and twisted soul. But I don’t say it. Especially since Sadaré saved my soul. Supposedly.

I’m beginning to wonder, my newly bestowed gift of godhood aside, what exactly was left of it to save.

Sadaré is still considering what I seemingly have to offer. “You remove a barrier that would otherwise block my path. You make me realize the potential in a given situation. Not unlike the potential I get from pain—potential I could use to hurt or heal.” Her voice takes on a passionate edge. Always my defender.

Well, not always, back when we were enemies. But we’re well beyond that now.

“You make it sound empowering—” I start.

“It is,” she insists.

“I mean in a good way. But you say you might not act otherwise? So what if all I encourage is ill?” I turn on her in frustration—and pause. She’s biting her lip, a flush alighting her high cheekbones. I eye her, particularly where a strand of her hair follows the line of her throat to trace the curve of her breast. My mouth abruptly goes dry, and I ask slowly, “What do you desire now that you might not otherwise indulge?”

“Let’s see,” she says, though she doesn’t look up. “We’re barely out of town. Anyone could cross paths with us. So it might be embarrassing if we get caught.” When she looks at me now, her gaze sears me to my bones. “Or maybe I don’t care if we get caught.”

“So I’m a god of debauch—”

Her lips interrupt me, crushing against my mouth as she surges onto her toes. She shoves me backward despite my much greater size, until I stumble up against the trunk of a nearby tree, her one hand tearing at my robes. The midday sun is like a giant eye in the sky, even if other eyes aren’t on us. Yet.

“Sadaré,” I manage to say around her kisses, mostly only when she moves on to my neck. Which she bites. “Are you sure you want to—”

“Yes, I’m sure, you thick-skulled fool,” she hisses, and silences me once more with her lips.

I don’t stop her, but for a moment I don’t move. I can’t help the flash of unease I get that this isn’t her doing, like when we were both in the cistern back in the maze, bewitched by its intoxicating waters to do together what we never would have done with the walls of resentment we’d built against each other. Except this time it’s me having some strange effect on her.

But she said the desire was hers, and there are no walls between us anymore. And besides, we act on such urges with great regularity.

Just not usually on the side of the road.

When she senses my hesitation, she taunts me, playful mischief dancing in her eyes. “Did you lose your nerve when you became a god?”

I answer her with a growl, flipping her around to press her back against the tree and slamming her hand above her head in the same motion, pinned in my grip. And then I remember that I am a god, and the bark grows over her wrist, trapping it in place so I don’t have to hold it or even tie it. Wooden sinew loops around the crook of her other arm as well, so she can’t try to snag me closer or shove me away with her shortened limb.

“What, you still don’t trust what I might do, facing you with a free hand?” she breathes with a wicked grin.

It’s good that she can make light of the time she stabbed me in the chest to bind my daemonic power to her—while we were fucking, no less. I hope that means she has forgiven herself.

I’ve long forgiven her, and I trust her entirely now. Because we won’t be fucking, no matter what it might look like to a random passerby. It’s love that our bodies spell out between us… however occasionally violent and bloody it might be.

There’s no time for any bleeding here. Not because someone might come upon us, but because I would have to be focused, careful, and precise to give her that sort of treatment, so as not to truly harm her fragile mortal flesh. There’s only frantic need consuming me now.

The horns on my head rise from my hair again, the claws from my fingertips. But I don’t lunge for her and devour her immediately.

Instead, I control myself like I couldn’t seem to manage in the market. I pace before her, considering. Her chest rises and falls in breathless anticipation, her eyes wide and wild. I let her wait for a delicious moment.

“You’re concerned about being seen, hm?” I say, my tone languid. And then I hook the front of her tunic with one of my claws and draw my finger slowly downward, parting the material and even the ropes of her chest harness with little more than a whisper. Leaving her bare for all the world to see.

She whimpers, begging me with those eyes of hers—which keep flickering over my shoulder in nervous flashes. But I’m only looking at one thing, which isn’t, for the moment, her naked body.

Usually hidden, the ring around her neck dangles between her breasts, winking in the sunlight. At the sight of it, frustration flares within me. It should be on her finger.

I can’t help seizing it in my fist and snarling, “Sadaré, you deserve it. Your refusal isn’t some sort of penance, still, for binding me? If anyone should be paying penance, it’s me, for becoming a monster and binding my own soul. Which you saved, by the way.”

Keep saving me. I need you. I don’t say the words aloud.

Instead, I give the leather cord a jerk for emphasis.

“After I stole your power,” she breathes right back at me. “And you had more of a hand in saving yourself than I did.” I’m about to argue when she continues, “I always wanted power over love. Let me enjoy love as a mortal.” She nudges my shoulder with her forehead. “Let me try to give myself over to it without any… added complications.”

I frown down at her, despite the nearly unbearable urge to give her what she wants then and there. “Do you think your feelings for me will change, if you become immortal?”

“No,” she says into my chest—too quickly. “But power changes people. It changed me before in my pursuit of it, and through what little I gained. I never wanted to feel weak, and I did some terrible things to avoid that.” She glances up at me tentatively. “It changed you, as a daemon.”

“Has it changed me as a god?” I can’t help asking.

“Do you feel like you’ve changed?”

Such a gentle-sounding, double-edged question. If it has changed me, then it’s perhaps been for the worse. And if it hasn’t, then perhaps I’m the same as I always was.

A monster wearing a different skin.

“Well, I no longer have hooves or a tail. Unless you want them back, like you did these.” I flick one of my horns with a claw. My smile fades. “Is it me you’re afraid of? The thought of eternity with me? Is that as frightening as a daemonic binding on your own soul, the thought of being tied to me?”

The words might have been amusing under other circumstances, as I’ve bound her to a tree.

“No, that’s not it,” she says adamantly, but I don’t know if I believe her.

Part of me wants to torture the real answer out of her—in a way that’s pleasant for both of us—but a different part of me speaks, leaning forward to press my temple against hers. “You don’t have to with me, Sadaré,” I murmur into her ear. “I would never force you to stay. You can be whatever you wish. Be with whomever you wish.” As soon as I say it, I’m not sure if I believe myself, either. “Besides, power such as this won’t change you. It will only brighten you. Heighten you.”

She won’t meet my eyes when I withdraw, her gaze sliding away almost guiltily. “Perhaps that’s what I’m worried about. Maybe a few of my qualities shouldn’t be heightened.”

The words twist like a knife in my chest. Troubling, indeed—but not with regard to her. Perhaps my more monstrous qualities shouldn’t have been heightened, either.

“You’re good, Sadaré,” I insist with a desperation I don’t wish to examine too closely, because it’s too easily followed by the words And I’m not.

She gives a single shake of her head—and then shivers. It’s not cold, but the autumn air isn’t warm, either, and I’m blocking her sunlight. Not to mention the front of her tunic is split open from neck to hem.

Instead of digging us deeper and deeper into our bottomless argument once more, I refocus on the moment, on her, exposed before me, and let the ring drop back against her chest. I channel my frustration into the part of me that loves punishing her.

The part that she loves as well.

I can sense no one coming, but I step to the side with a flourishing gesture as if to put her on display.

“Daesra!” she cries, writhing in protest, trying and failing to hide her nakedness even as I hear the desire rise in her voice. The sound of my name in that timbre makes me ever harder.

I click my tongue at her. “We can’t have you shouting for help now, can we?” I stalk back over to her, a strip of cloth materializing in my hand. Other than my sword, which is my birthright, I can no longer make objects appear from thin air in exchange for my daemonic blood. Now my godly blood, despite being gold, is seemingly worthless. My pain, useless. For this trick, I pull the material from my own tunic, but at least without leaving a ragged edge. “Not before this god has his way with you. I wouldn’t want to have to kill anyone who interrupts.”

True worry flickers over her features, but they sink into a heady look of dazed submission when I force the strip of cloth into her mouth and bind it tightly behind her head, snagging her hair and making her groan.

A finely tuned lyre plucked by expert hands couldn’t make a more exquisite sound. And I’m not done yet. I want to hear her scream behind her gag.

Normally I would feast between her thighs first, but I truly don’t want anyone seeing me in my godly form like this, never mind Sadaré’s nakedness, and my desire is nearly splitting my skin. So I jerk one of her legs up, tucking my arm under her knee, and part my tunic with my other hand.

I let her get a full look at me as I stroke myself. Her eyes widen as I stretch and widen.

“Yes, this is for you,” I growl. “And you’re going to take it, all of it, like the good little witch you are.”

I position myself at her opening and ease into her slowly, finding her ready and waiting. Still, her eyes pop ever wider as I fit myself inside. The ridges along my length didn’t change with the rest of me when I became a god. But I can change myself. Those ridges start to move within her. She lets out a choked, stuttering sound before I’ve even shifted my hips again. When I thrust for the first time, she gives me the scream I was waiting for.

The sound only goads me, and I thrust harder, making her throw her head back and strain against her immovable bonds, the tendons in her slender arms standing out against her skin. Her body in tension is one of the most beautiful sights on earth. So I make it ever tenser, winding her tighter and tighter with each thrust, until she breaks around me, shuddering, her eyes rolling back in her head as she falls limp against her bonds.

Her head lolls, her chin coated in a lovely shine below the cloth wedged between her teeth, when we both hear it. The sound of hoofbeats. Her head jerks up, her eyes focusing in alarm.

When the horse rounds the bend, coming from the direction we were headed, the rider finds us standing near the tree, entirely composed. At least Sadaré is free from the tree and the gag, her tunic whole and properly in place, complete with the rope harness around her chest, and I look like a mortal again. She leans heavily against my arm, her shaky legs only evident to me as I support her. She’s also shaking with silent laughter.

He pulls up short when he spots us, and Sadaré and I share a last heavy-lidded, knowing glance, a smile playing on her lips, before we face him.

“Sire,” he calls. “You have a visitor.”

He’s one of our harvesters. Even though he addressed me, it’s Sadaré who responds, mustering volume into her words with some effort. Her throat sounds parched. “Who? Who has come?”

He shrugs, more casual with her than he was with me. “No one I know, but he’s awaiting your arrival.”

“Then dismount,” I snap at him, and gesture to the cart and waiting donkeys. “You can take this home, behind us.” I smile down at Sadaré and whisper for her ears only, “Riding with me will hurt, I hope.”



INDEED, SADARé WINCES AS SHE dismounts from the saddle in front of our small stable. She still crouches down for Pogli, who is already outside, waiting to greet us as he always has the few times we’ve ventured away. He’s nervous, whining, his piggy tail wiggling madly and his stubby wings puffed out, but I attribute that to being left alone.

When she’s finished, I give him my own attentions, rubbing my thumbs over his silky ears and flat, wrinkly face to soothe him, smoothing his little lion’s mane under my palms. His wings flutter but eventually tuck back against his sides.

“You go,” I say, looking up at Sadaré. “You greet our guest, and I’ll follow after I take care of the horse. You and I both know who runs this place, and it’s time everyone else knew it.”

Her smile is easy and confident, bright in the afternoon sunlight. “As you wish.”

The words make hunger stir in my belly once more—but there will be time to satisfy my wishes later.

I take the proper care unsaddling and brushing the horse, Pogli leaping around my feet as if to get my attention. Still, I don’t head for the house immediately, stopping first by our outdoor cellar for a jug of wine. I’m sure our guest would like some, whoever he is.

When I open the door and cross the threshold of our home, Sadaré’s smiling kisses still fresh on my lips, I find no guest.

Only her, on the floor, blanketed in shadow and silence beneath the window.

The clay handle slips from my fingers, and the jug shatters at my feet, splattering wine like blood.

There’s no blood where she lies sprawled over the stone, as if she has merely fainted. Her skin appears unblemished, perfect as if in sleep. But her green eyes are open and fixed on the roof beams, unseeing. Her chest, unbreathing.

My own eyes see what I refuse to believe.

Sadaré is dead.
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DAESRA

I CAN’T help but feel my memory is playing tricks on me again. I thought she would be mine forever.

For a long moment, I simply stare, waiting to awake from this nightmare, unable to fully grasp what I’m seeing.

Her. Sadaré. Dead. On the stone floor of our home—the home I built for her, to hold her and keep her safe, regardless of her own strength. This can’t be her. I shake my head desperately as my chest feels as though it’s collapsing under the weight of what I’m seeing. This isn’t Sadaré, this lifeless form staring sightlessly at the ceiling, her green eyes dull instead of flashing.

This can’t be happening.

A guttural moan escapes me—the only sound in the suffocating silence.

Even earlier this sun-drenched afternoon, when we were both pressed against the tree, I imagined we had eternity, whatever our arguments. In my mind’s eye, she’s still alive, and I’m smiling down at her.

Now the light through the window is fading. I don’t know why this realization disturbs me so much, stirring me into stilted motion. Time passing, perhaps, and indicating this isn’t a nightmare—a hint of the darkness to come.

I fall to my knees next to her. A scream builds inside me, growing from the bottomless hole where my heart once was. When it bursts out, ripping through my throat, the stones of the house shake and the seams shower dust all around me. Spots of gray land on Sadaré’s ashen cheek. She doesn’t flinch, of course, lying as motionless as ever. I reach to brush the flecks away before I freeze. It’s as if touching her lifeless skin will make this more real.

Pogli whines.

Pogli. I’ve forgotten him. It’s hard to remember anything else with the sight of Sadaré’s body devouring me from the inside out.

He shuffles forward, nosing at her unmoving arm. And then, when there is no response, he licks her cheek.

At first I’m angry—at him, at myself—that he can touch her where I could not. But then I remember he’s the embodiment of my love for her, created in the maze and freed with us. He lets out another piercing whine that tugs at the invisible wound in my chest. He doesn’t lick her again, only sits with hunched little shoulders and his head and wings hanging.

He’s realized what I’ve tried to deny. Accepted what I’ve been too fearful to face.

She’s no longer here.

But she can’t be gone. The denial still tries to ensnare me, to lessen this pain, though it’s more of a furious, futile protest at this point than a refusal to accept the truth. She was supposed to be with me forever. She was supposed to put on the ring before mortal death could seize her. To become immortal alongside me.

The ring. I reach for the leather cord near her throat. It’s been cleanly snapped, and there are marks on her neck from the bite of the cord. The ring is missing. Someone has taken it. Taken her from me. Perhaps they held on to the ring as she fell, holding it instead of her as she hit the ground.

The image blinds me. Rage blinds me.

I’ll kill them. I’ll kill them. I’ll kill them. It’s the only thought I can form. Fury burns as hot as a god’s fire inside of me. It replaces the yawning grief, at least for a moment—not consuming me, as long as I keep feeding it. And feed it, I do.

I can’t let whoever has done this get away with it. I will avenge her. I promise her. I promise myself.

With that resolve, I can finally touch her. I close her staring eyes with gentle fingertips that betray none of the violence simmering under my skin, covering the nothingness in them where they were once so full of life.

And yet, I can’t seem to let go of her. I pull her head into my lap, cradling it. Pogli lays his chin on her arm, and we both sit in silence. The only sound, the only movement, is my shuddering sobbing.

But I can’t lose myself to grief, so I let my resolve harden in my chest into something like hatred, a cold and yet burning hole where my heart once was. Changing myself, as I am able to do. Replacing one thing with another. Scraping my tears away.

Soon, I’m only left with hatred.

Not only will I kill whoever has done this to her, I’ll rip out their guts and feed the steaming entrails back to them. I will flay them alive and make a cape of their skin. I will kill kings, I will kill armies, I will kill gods if I have to. Whatever it takes.

I pet her hair, my tears falling onto her forehead like raindrops. “You told me to live and live differently. But now you’re dead, so what can I do?”

She probably wouldn’t want me to embark on a rampage more befitting of the daemon I was than the god I am now. But how do I, as a new god, one that has never existed on the mortal plane like this before, fight my enemies? By getting them drunk on wine?

I want to get drunk on their blood. Someone’s blood, in particular. This god’s. Because it must be a god who took Sadaré from me. No one else would dare.

So be it. I’m going to bring death upon the deathless. I’m going to kill a god. And then I’m going to drink their golden blood like wine.

But first, I have to find them.



I DON’T REMEMBER LEAVING THE house. I don’t remember the fire I ignited inside, only the heat of the flames at my back as I walk away from it—Sadaré’s pyre. The fire doesn’t only consume the wood and stone, but rages across the entire vineyard, at once lighting the dusky sky and swallowing it with black smoke. Only Pogli looks over his shoulder, whimpering, before following at my heels.

I don’t know exactly when I reach the town Sadaré and I visited that morning, but it’s late. A few stragglers remain awake to greet me with bitter remembrance and insults—and then fear. I don’t hide myself this time by masking my appearance. I appear as I am and embrace the hunger deep within me, casting it outward like the rending howl I can’t release from my chest without tearing myself in half. That silent cry is a living, bloodthirsty thing. It calls to the rest of them, assembling them as they stumble out of their houses, their eyes filled with only interrupted sleep—but not for long. Something else replaces the tired confusion in their gazes, and then even the fear.

When I leave the town, they’re clawing each other to pieces. Once more, Pogli whines at my feet, but I ignore him along with the screams and the sounds of ripping flesh, just as I ignored the flames that devoured my home.

Perhaps, along with Sadaré, so went my will to live differently.

I walk on.



I BEGIN MY VISIT IN the Tower of the Gods on my knees. Not how I would have preferred to present myself, but the memory of how I even got here is hazy. I’m coated in dirt and ash and flaking blood. The blood is rust colored. Not mine.

I don’t remember leaving Pogli outside the colossal doors and climbing the endless spiral of stairs, but here I am, nearly alone. The transparent rose-gold walls surround me at the top of the Tower, where I kneel before the bright, ethereal curtain that separates the divine realm, a swirling world of pure aether, from the mortal plane. Only Horizon stands on the other side: my divine parent, god of both sea and sky, a vague figure of twining blue and silver light. Mortal guards were stationed here when I arrived, but they left not at Horizon’s command, but mine. Whether they obeyed willingly due to my divine if confusing status or because I forced them to obey is a question I don’t care to consider. At least there’s no one else, god or mortal, to witness my shameful state.

I’ve been on my knees here before, when Sadaré brought me to the Tower, tame and collared, but I hardly remember any of that, either. I wasn’t present under my own power at the time.

Now I’ve never been more powerful. And yet I’ve never been more desperate, more hopeless.

“Sadaré is dead,” I croak. My throat is rough. Perhaps from disuse, perhaps from screaming. I still can’t remember.

Perhaps it’s more that I don’t want to remember. And so I don’t.

Horizon only notes my horns and claws along with the rest of my appearance—new additions since they remade me. “Trying to be a daemon again, my son? You freed your soul from those bonds. In return, I made you a god, and yet this is how you choose to comport yourself?”

“As a god, I can look and do as I please,” I grind out through my teeth, which feel sharper in my mouth. “Tell me who did this to Sadaré.”

I imagine Horizon might withhold such information so as not to encourage any daemonic backsliding, but they simply say, “Death.”

Obviously she’s dead, so there’s more to the word than the mortal condition. Rather, a divine name.

“The god,” I say slowly.

“Yes.”

In the end, it doesn’t matter which god it was.

“I’ll still kill him.” I speak the words aloud before I realize it.

Horizon’s tone is uncompromising. “He can’t be killed. Isha Aggatar, he calls himself. Master of Death.” They add, almost as an afterthought, “He prefers the older languages for naming.”

“A traditionalist, hm?” I shrug, feeling lighter now that I know who it was, despite who he is. “Well. I don’t care what he prefers. If he doesn’t want to be subject to death, he needs to give me back Sadaré.”

Horizon remains unmoved, which makes me want to shake them. “He won’t. He has rules, and he never relinquishes a mortal soul from his realm once he has it. And that’s where Sadaré is.”

I was about to say Fuck his rules, but instead I shudder at those last words, trying and failing not to picture those dead oceans that surrounded the maze, hungrily lapping at its outer walls, trying to get in while Sadaré and I were striving to escape. “Then you bring her out. Give her back to me.”

My words are more of a demand than my kneeling might suggest.

“I can’t,” Horizon says simply. “That’s not within my power. I, too, have rules I must follow, according to my nature.” I’m ready to scream again, fly into a rage, shatter this glassy tower around us, when they add, “But it is within your power to go there and retrieve her.”

I blink, struggling to see through the red haze trying to overtake me. “What?”

“You are of aether and earth, of two worlds, and yet you also tasted death when I remade you. No other god can enter his realm, but you can—yet another way in which you are unique. You are the only god that has experienced birth and death alike.”

They nearly sound proud, but I imagine it has more to do with their own strange act of creation than it does with me. I don’t care, beyond how this might serve me.

My focus sharpens. “Where is his realm? How do I enter?”

Now Horizon is silent.

“Tell me!” My cry resounds around the tower as I drag myself to my feet. I want to shred the curtain between us if that will give me my answer, never mind that doing so might destroy the part of me that’s not aether.

“I will tell you if you promise me one thing.”

I sweep out my hand, claws cutting the air. “Anything.”

Making bargains with gods is foolish, I know—I even told Sadaré as much after she made her own to help save me—but I’m beyond foolishness, verging on insanity.

Horizon’s words fall like a command, if a nearly nonsensical one. “When you bring Sadaré out, you will bring your mortal mother out as well—Melé.”

Once more, I blink. “You… care… about my mortal mother.” It’s more of a statement of doubt than a question, but they nod anyway. “Why bother with her? Why not my mortal father, as well?”

He was the one the god possessed when he was making love to my mother, after all.

“I untethered his soul during your conception. He’s beyond death’s reach, returned to the source.”

Just as Sky did to the god of aether in punishment for helping mortals, condemning Breath to be consumed and re-consumed forever. So it’s rather that Sea, as Horizon was known then, unmade my mortal father.

“But Sky only killed my mother,” I say with a raw, barking laugh, as if that were a small thing. As if what had happened to my father was any better. Half of Horizon is also Sky now, but I don’t think they like that part of themself overly much—hence why Sea ate him, subsuming his power and becoming what they are. “So her soul went to this Isha’s realm.”

As much as I don’t want to honor whatever the fuck title he chose for himself, it’s easier to say than Death’s realm. Too painful to imagine my mortal mother’s soul there. I’ve tried not to think about her often. Even knowing now that she didn’t immolate herself in shame over my becoming a daemon, rather that she was incinerated by Sky to punish Sea for having a hand in my birth, the memory of her still hurts like a half-healed wound buried under thick armor. And yet, when Horizon remade me into a god, I heard a scream as I nearly died—or perhaps as the mortal half of me did die.

It was her scream, coming as if from a bottomless tomb. That, too, has haunted me as a god. And now Sadaré is there.

I can’t simply imagine that’s not the case when it comes to Sadaré. Picturing her in some dark and terrible place is unbearable, and yet I can hardly think about anything else.

Horizon gives me another nod as if confirming my deepest fears, not simply my mortal mother’s location.

This still doesn’t make sense. “But why would you still care about… Melé?” I burst out, her given name tasting strange on my tongue. I haven’t used it much. When she was alive she was only Mother to me. “Haven’t you as good as erased her, just like my father? Aren’t you my divine mother and father both, now?”

Horizon regards me for a heavy moment. “Everything is not wholly about you, my son, as much as it might surprise you to hear it. I would have you retrieve her for me because I can’t do it myself. My reasons for wanting you to are my own. If you do this, I’ll make gods of both her and Sadaré, if Sadaré no longer has the ring I gifted her.”

Odd as it is, whatever their reasoning, Horizon does seem to care about the mortal woman with whom they made love. Sea and Sky never loved each other—obviously, with the whole consuming business. Sea changed what she couldn’t destroy when she absorbed Sky. And now Horizon perhaps craves the partnership they never had outside of themself. It might strike me as a tender thought, if I didn’t know Horizon to be anything but tender, and if my own partner hadn’t just been torn from me.

And yet, if what Horizon is telling me is true, I might be able to get Sadaré back and save my mortal mother at the same time. While it’s not the revenge I’m craving, it’s something far better—something I hadn’t even imagined was possible, because I was too busy imagining the worst. Acting in the worst possible way.

I flinch now at the memory of different screams. Those of the townsfolk I had “inspired” to tear each other to pieces. I can’t help but think I only breed ill after all. And perhaps Horizon made me like this for a reason, forging me into a cruel blade—one that reflects their own changeable, tempestuous nature. One that could cut into the underworld and bring back the one they love, with my love as leverage.

Perhaps Horizon knew Sadaré wouldn’t put on the ring. Perhaps it was their plan for her to die all along, just like it was their plan for her to sacrifice herself in the maze to save me. That I managed to save her in return was perhaps not a happy coincidence, and the promised reward of her immortality, both then and now, is only bait to once more manipulate me and Sadaré into getting exactly what they want. Perhaps they even made me for this exact purpose.

Even if what they want is to save my mortal mother, the thought still tastes bitter. Once more, I’m imagining the worst—this time of Horizon. But, then again, this is how they made me.

They also made me to break the rules. To break down the boundaries between worlds. Perhaps simply to break everything in my path.

If I have to become the worst to save Sadaré, then I will. As a daemon, I was a monster. What kind of monster could I become as a god?

Whatever the cost, it’s one I’m willing to pay. After she got me out of the maze, I even swore that, if it came to it, I would go to hell and back for her.

So I suppose, then, I’m going to hell.

“You have a deal.” I smile at my divine parent without a trace of love in my eyes. “Now, tell me how to find her.”
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SADARÉ

WHEN I open my eyes, I don’t know where I am, only that I’m lying on a bed of black silk that whispers against my skin, surrounded by gauze curtains strung like shadows between four posts twisting in smooth iron spirals. I still know who I am, thank the gods—Sadaré, and only Sadaré. Not Daesra or even Arinae, my brutally selfish past self, whom I left behind when I went into the maze and became someone else.

I also know that I must be dead.

The realization sends a shudder of horror down my spine, rippling through me in waves, breaking over me again and again, no matter how I try to quell it. My only urge is to flee, despite how strangely peaceful my surroundings are. How likely inescapable. I force myself to still. To breathe.

That I can breathe is a mild comfort as I look around.

The off-white walls and floor remind me of temple marble with its fine veins and pockmarks of age, until I spot the vague shapes within, fitted so perfectly together as to appear as one smooth plane: the angle of a jaw, the rounded ball of a joint, the curves of ribs. Bone. The walls are constructed of human bone, if elegantly so. They would still be horrifyingly oppressive if not for the plush, opulent rug covering a huge swath of the floor underneath the bed, woven in whorls of black and silver, and the iron sconces casting warm light over the inward curvature of the walls that make the bone look less bleached.

Breathe.

When I’m certain I won’t bolt out of panic, I slide my feet to the edge of the massive bed, noticing the dainty silver cuffs around each ankle. The slits of a black silk tunic part around my legs, lighter than air yet held together by thin silver chains that braid around my chest to belt at the waist with a strength that feels unbreakable. They tug at my throat where the jewelry is attached, and I reach up—my wrist also braceleted in a wider silver cuff—to find a thick iron torque.

A collar, rather, since I feel no gap or way to take it off, even if it’s not tight, resting just over my collarbones. There’s a half ring protruding from the center of it at the base of my throat, where one might perhaps attach a lead—a thought that makes me shiver in a way that’s not entirely bad, and I hate myself a little for it. But there’s already something affixed there, along with the clasp of the chain jewelry. A ring sized for a finger, smooth and cool to the touch.

Even before I crane my neck to get a glimpse, I know it’s silver. My ring of immortality, hanging from the collar like a single link in a chain. I recognize it by feel since I’ve so often held it, toying with the shape and the thought of immortality both. I can also feel there’s no room to wedge my finger into it with the thickness of the iron fastener looping through it, blocking my way.

I died before I was able to put it on, and now I can’t reach it even though it’s dangling right in front of me, taunting me—the worst reminder of my folly. I have it, but I don’t. The collar itself is an acute reminder of what I once did to Daesra in binding him. At least my little act before I died was convincing enough that the ring ended up with me here, even if it’s trapped as much as I am. There’s still a glimmer of hope.

I simply have to be more convincing in order to increase whatever chance I might have. Of freeing the ring. Freeing myself. Escaping however I can.

Never mind that I’m in the underworld.

I grip the ring so tightly the metal bites into the heel of my palm. My eyes sting as I struggle to get my bearings, blinking. I can’t cry. The thought makes me squeeze the ring even harder. The pain lends me clarity, though I doubt I can use it to do anything like I could as a living witch. I have no hope that my magic will work here, just like it never would have worked against him. Maybe I should have fought in any case.

No. If I know anything, it’s when to surrender.

Still, the loss of my power feels like a gaping wound. After one particularly scarring moment of helplessness in my childhood, I did everything I could to never have to feel that way again. And now my witch’s abilities have been stripped from me in an instant. Along with my life, of course, but this almost feels like a greater loss.

And yet if my aunt taught me anything, it was how to use my mind, first and foremost. She always said it was the strongest weapon in my possession. That my power was useless without it. That even if I were left with only my wits, I wouldn’t be helpless—not even against the gods.

So, think, Sadaré.

I force myself to focus. The ceiling stretches to a point high overhead, but not impossibly high. There’s a smaller room attached to this one through an open archway, wherein smooth bone steps drop into a steaming pool of water. A bath chamber then, with boundless hot water and no door to shut for privacy that I can see, not even a folding screen. Wide double doors stand opposite the foot of the bed, imposing in black lacquer and silver filigree. These are closed.

It takes me a moment of looking around to realize that, while I hold the ring in one hand, I’m leaning back with the other, braced against the bed. I even used it to shuffle to the edge, unthinking, the memory of what I once had stronger than what I know now—that I lost my hand. But there’s something in its place. I jerk the limb up before my face, one that should be a phantom.

And it is. It’s not made of flesh and bone at least, like I appear to be even while dead. My right forearm and hand are formed of shadow beginning beneath my elbow. Despite the swirling darkness, the substance is nearly translucent. It feels solid enough—certainly enough to sustain the matching silver cuff at my wrist. It’s responsive when I squeeze my fingers into a fist, even if the sensation is numb.

Ironic that I have this now, when I could have used it right before I died. It’s only another reminder of my failure. I was trying to get the ring on my finger, but he caught me, even if he didn’t know exactly what I was doing. I would have chosen immortality, as unsure of it as I was, to keep him from getting me. To keep him from hurting Daesra through me. But, one-handed, I was too late.

Too late, when I had so many opportunities while alive. Days, months, of opportunity.

Now gone. This is all my fault.

With that thought, my breath catches in my lungs, as sharp as glass. I can’t help it this time—I fold over my thighs as if I can contain the agony of my heart shattering. Daesra.

I can still feel the warmth of his skin against mine, the low hum of his voice in my flesh, every part of him fitting against me like we were made for each other. With him absent, the entirety of my being aches for him, as if I were missing a part of myself.

I’m the dead one, but it feels like he’s the one who I lost. I nearly scream, but I can’t give voice to such pain, so I choke on it silently with my face pressed into my knees.

I only wanted to love him as a mortal because I didn’t trust myself with immortality—not yet, at least. And in hesitating, I lost both my mortal and immortal life with him. The broken shards within me grind together, hollowing out my insides.

Did I simply seem to vanish, leaving him wondering and aimless? Or did he find my body? I don’t know what he might do in that case, and I don’t want to imagine it.

As bad as that is, I cringe even more from the thought of Daesra knowing what I’ve done. What I’m going to have to do if I’m ever to see him again. I’ve already given the ring to him—the terrifying and terrifyingly composed god. Just like I gave myself to him. I knew I was dead anyway. His anyway. Better for him to think I was all too willing.

At the thought of him, I force myself to straighten, smoothing both my face and my tunic. He can’t find me in such a state, because he would know I was mourning. He said I would have to forget Daesra eventually. And yet what does eventually mean to a god? It could mean years, or however time is marked here. Or it could mean whenever he decides. I’m sure of one thing: If I don’t hide my true feelings, he’ll want Daesra to vanish from my memory all the sooner.

The god wants me willing. So I will give him my willingness—at least by appearances.

Combing my fingers through my hair, I look around for any other vantage I might find and discover a huge window that was behind me all along, yawning around the head of the bed. My feet take me to it unthinking, standing me on tiptoes so I can press my forehead and hand—hands—against the smoky glass. Peering out, I gasp at the desolate sight. Maybe it’s the threatening, angry clouds, the black jagged mountains biting into them like teeth, and the crashing gray sea, clawing at what must be a cliff or the base of a tower beneath me like a hungry beast, that make the glass seem tinted.
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