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FOR THOSE WHO RAISED ME TO BE A DREAMER AND TAUGHT ME TO NEVER GIVE UP






ON THE EDGE OF CATACLYSM


November 22, 1884

Strange fruit and the culling of the sowers

STRANGE FRUIT DANGLED FROM THE evergreen trees.

“What you doing over there, boy?”

It was the sheriff who’d spoken. After one flick of his head, two men in plain shirts and short black ties grabbed Tom Fables around the neck and dragged him out from behind the tree that was hiding him. He had to run. The entire town was in this forest clearing with full bellies from their dinners. The dying rays of the evening light sifted through leaves onto the women’s fine dresses and the jackets of their cherubic children.

“Don’t be shy; join the fun!” taunted one of the men, carting Fables toward the crowd. As Fables tripped over his feet, he felt other hands touching him—his waist, his back, his buttocks—pulling him past policemen and city officials, housewives and laughing children, photographers and excited teenagers. All the way to the stage.

Fables liked stages. As a child, he’d make up his own stories and act them out in the parlor room, hoping the smile on his father’s face meant he wouldn’t get a drunken beating that night. It didn’t. And later that night, when he was broken and bruised and alone in his room, Fables would create another story, one just for him. One where he had his own king to protect him. A king with an attack dog as big as Cerberus that would tear his father limb from limb at the slightest provocation. He’d act it out alone, making the room his stage.

This was not a stage. It was real. The trees, planted centuries before these townsfolk ever set foot on this soil, were never meant to bear this kind of fruit.

Fables didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be with his king. After chancing upon him days ago in a lonely Kansas bar, the two had promptly left on their heroes’ journey.

Hiva was a king not of this world.

Fables was less a damsel and more a dog, following his leader all week down to Oklahoma and then to this celebration in Okemah. Hiva was searching for someone. A woman. Someone important to him. And Fables? Fables was nothing more than his guide through this new, twisted world. The thought made Fables seethe with jealousy.

“I sense her,” his king had said. “I can feel her. Smell her…” Then he stealthily disappeared into the trees to search for her, leaving Fables to contend with the townsfolk alone.

But what could Fables do alone? He was nothing. And when the gruff, stinking man forced him to the front of the crowd, telling him to stop being a little sissy and have fun, all Fables could do was look up helplessly and see the reason he’d been hiding.

It was an odd feeling, knowing that the only thing keeping him from suffering the same brutal death as the three corpses hanging from the Okemah trees was his light skin tone.

Come save me, Fables prayed, because somewhere deep inside he felt like his king could hear him. I’m scared. Come save me! He prayed like he’d always had as a child.

His mother had passed too, which was why his green-eyed father had married her without knowing. His grandmother, however, hadn’t, causing her to flee West all those years ago. For this family of three, passing was not an option.

A mother, a father, and a young son. The photographer took their photos to sell as postcards later.

Fables fell to his knees, his heart pounding in his chest, his lungs heaving in air—but not too fast, because he was supposed to be one of the townsfolk, not one of them. His skin had saved him, his brown eyes and curly brown hair just neutral enough to keep him part of the crowd and not part of the evening’s entertainment. Strange fruit these Southern trees were never meant to grow.

Behind him someone was talking. Charles Guthrie. Townsfolk called him “mister” with an emphasis, so he was probably one of those important types, like Fables’s father. The officer was Alistair Griffith. The photographer, Johnny Ryals. Fables heard their names, but the three Black bodies swinging in the Southern breeze—what were their names? No one mentioned them.

Just make some up then, he figured: Tulip, Lily, and the young man could be Magnolia. Since their bodies would be returning to the earth.

This was just an evening in Okemah. Something to commemorate with photos and postcards. Fables often saw quite a few such postcards in shops for sale. WISH YOU WERE HERE.

All would return to the earth soon. It was the fate humankind deserved.

Fables’s heart grew cold. Hiva was right. Humankind was wicked. Fables had always known it. Meeting his king only proved that he wasn’t crazy for thinking it. That he had never been crazy, not even when secret dreams of bloodshed had slipped into his mind throughout his life: His father skewered on a long stake. The men and women he slept with for pennies, being stretched to pieces in torture chambers. His own body wasting away once this wicked world was done ravaging his soul.

This world was evil. But justice existed. Noah’s flood. God’s righteous vengeance. Fables just needed to see him one more time. Needed to hear his calm, steady voice amid the beautiful, sparkling laughter of these children who’d one day grow up to be killers themselves.

Please. Fables clasped his hands together and prayed. Come back, Hiva….

“Hey, we found the other one!”

Fables looked up quickly. Someone was pulling a horrified girl out from the gathering of trees behind her dead family. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

Idiot! Why hadn’t she run away? If his grandmother could run, why couldn’t she? Indeed, Fables did see his grandmother in this girl’s dark skin. He’d never seen her, but he imagined her in this girl’s frightened doe eyes, in her black hair parted down the center, gathered in two big braids at the base of her neck. It bothered him. Made him want to stay far away from her.

Men mobbed her with rope, hands grabbing at her white dress.

Fables jumped to his feet but, as expected, did nothing as the rope went around her neck, as she pleaded for mercy and the crowd cheered. As they lifted her up while she screamed, staring at the corpses of her family, her sanity escaping through her red lips. The air was heavy with the taste of blood and evil sport. Had this girl been born just to die? Well, at least it wasn’t him.

Do something. He couldn’t. Do something, you coward! He wouldn’t. He was too scared. He felt sorry for the girl, but Tom Fables was never supposed to be the hero of this story.

Where was his king?

“Tie her up good!” Guthrie cried again, the man’s laugh too big for his body.

Fables was ready to run. But if he ran, they’d ask why.

They released the rope. The girl’s body dropped. An excited hush fell over the crowd.

A gunshot rang out. A single bullet cut through the rope with expert precision. The girl fell to the ground, trembling but alive. The crowd turned behind themselves to the part of the forest where the shot had come from. They were given just a moment to be confused before trampling hooves brought a mighty horse out from behind the trees.

“Hiva?” Fables cried, hopeful.

Not a god, but a human. Not a man, but a girl in a black, wide-brimmed gambler’s hat and a red bandana shielding half her face. Her leather gloves gripped the reins of the horse as she plunged into the crowd, her gun still smoking.

Nobody had expected a cowgirl with long, dark-brown curls to break up their celebration—especially one so fast and vicious, with seemingly no care about who she trampled over to get to the front of the stage. Black suspenders held up her pants over her white blouse, her long, half-buttoned blue coat fluttering open. The sheriff reached for his gun, but she shot him first, putting a hole in his head with barely a flinch. Then, with one slender but muscled arm, she picked the trembling girl up off the ground and threw her onto the horse.

It was like a play. Except in the plays Fables had seen when he was young, the savior would have been one of the sheriffs in the crowd and the evildoers the victims dangling from the tree. An offhand thought. Fables watched this new play, mouth agape in awe.

“Get that little bitch!” someone cried, but the ones not stomped on by horse hooves were staring at the spectacle, confused, terrified, even excited. Some ran.

The rest should have.

Fables’s king finally emerged from the forest behind the hanging corpses, his bronze body cut like a statue. Golden, pupil-less eyes sparking with alertness. Beautiful and terrible as the falling dusk. The man had first appeared to Fables naked, with nothing but his curling brown hair to cover his manhood. Now he wore the shirt, pants, and worn smoking jacket that Fables had stolen for him. It was a shame. His body was glorious. But the straw hat upon his head was probably the most necessary for him to wear: it hid the band of sharp emerald-green laurels across his head, the white crystal shining at the center. A crown his king had once told him was imperative to completing his two missions. The first: to find “her”—whoever she was.

And the second: to wipe out humanity.

This was the Hiva.

The lynch mob stood affixed, baffled by this otherworldly creature, as they should be. Baffled by the weeds and flowers growing out of his glorious mane. But they were of no concern to Hiva. His golden eyes were trained on the girls riding away on the horse.

“I’ve found you,” Hiva said. Before they could get too far, he lifted his hand.

And the horse vanished in a swirl of ashes.

The gunslinger and the girl she’d just rescued fell to the ground. Women and children were screaming. The photographer stumbled over his tripod trying to escape. Only one officer stepped forward to attack, pulling out his pistol and shooting Hiva in the neck. The bullet cut cleanly through his flesh and out the other side.

Then the bullet hole slowly closed.

The officer fell back in shock as a city official stepped forward and asked the question all were too terrified to ask.

“W-what the hell are you?” The officer’s eyes were bulging in fear, as if he weren’t a murderer himself. “What are you doing here? Answer me!”

“He’s here to punish the wicked.” It was Fables who answered—under his breath, of course, because even with his confidence suddenly skyrocketing in the presence of his king, he still didn’t have the stones to draw attention to himself. It soon wouldn’t matter.

Hiva lifted his hand.

It had only happened once before, at the Kansas bar Fables had met him in. But he hadn’t gotten to witness it that time. This time he did. The sound of townsfolk screaming as they were burned from the inside out made Fables double over and throw up. He shut his eyes until he felt dust riding up his nostrils with each shaky breath. When he opened his eyes, he was surrounded by piles of ash. The townsfolk were gone. Only their toys, guns, and photography tools had been left behind. And the smell of burning flesh.

A sheen of black snow littered the grass. There was nothing left even for the crows to pluck. They really should have run when they had the chance.

Men, women, and children had vanished, their remains staining the earth as a reminder of the savage lives they had led. Justice. A beat of exhilaration electrified Fables.

But then he looked up. Three empty ropes hung silently from the trees, ashes flitting off the cords and into the wind. The weight of a life.

Fables shook his head. He’d decided long ago that everyone in the world could be divided into only one of two categories: perpetrators and victims. The perpetrators deserved punishment. The victims deserved release. Both led to death.

This family had already been killed. Maybe it was better this way.

But what about those two girls?

Several paces in front of Fables, they scrambled away from Hiva as he approached them. He was graceful and sure of each step, like a ballerina on stage. The red bandana slipped off the gunslinger’s face just before she lurched over and threw up. Fables was shocked. She was so young. Not as young as the girl she’d saved, but young nonetheless. A face soft and round. A stubby nose and a pair of small lips. Mexican, perhaps. Her hands were small, but her eyes were hardened. Wiping her mouth, she jumped to her feet and smiled wickedly as if daring Hiva to come get her.

What a fool. But Fables recognized the look in that girl’s eyes. The look of someone with nothing to lose. Maybe she’d saved the girl just for the thrill of it.

Hiva, three heads taller, walked up close enough to grab her. Without even blinking, she took out her gun and shot him in the chest. Smoke wafted from the barrel, but Hiva stood firm nonetheless. Fables could see the slight shiver of her body.

“You look like you’re from hell,” the gunslinger said, lowering her gun and cocking her head to the side. Her cowgirl accent was aggravating. She’d clearly spent years imitating it until every inflection came naturally to her. But Fables was an expert at telling tall tales to survive, so he could smell another fake from a mile away. “Don’t know what to make of what you just did.” She gestured to the ashes. “But since I seen it with my own eyes, guess it’s true, so that’s that.” What a pragmatic girl. “Well, I’ve been to hell myself, so do your worst, El Diablo.”

“It’s ‘Hiva’!” Fables cried before he could stop himself. Who did this girl think she was, talking to Hiva like that? Did she not see how beautiful he was? Did she not feel his divinity? Fables gripped his hands tight. He hated her.

But Hiva only shook his head. “You’re not her. I can already sense that.” His golden eyes glinted. “So why you have her scent, I’m not quite sure.” Lightly, Hiva gripped the gunslinger’s chin. “Have you met her? The Hiva of this earth?”

“Hiva of this earth”? Fables narrowed his eyes. But there was only one Hiva. There could only be one Hiva, one celestial savior to end humankind’s wickedness. There couldn’t be two.

The gunslinger yanked her chin out of his grip. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. If you’re going to kill me, do it. Who cares? I’ve killed enough deadbeats and bastards to deserve it. But the girl, she’s innocent. Leave her alone. Let her go back home.”

“Home…,” the brown girl behind her whispered—a word that must have sounded so suddenly alien to her. “But I don’t have one.”

She hadn’t the strength to get to her feet, but she grabbed the cowgirl’s legs and nuzzled her face into them. Then, with a feeble voice hoarse from screaming, she whispered, “Please. Please… please stop.”

The gunslinger looked back, but the girl was already crawling on her knees, brown hands dirtied from the soil. Crawling toward Hiva.

“It’s okay. I want to go to where Mama, Daddy, and Joey are,” she said.

Her sweet voice was so serene, like the low notes of a flute. But when she smiled, Fables noticed something wrong. Her trembling smile was wide—too wide. Like her unfocused eyes.

“I’ve heard of you. Pastor Mike talked about you.” She looked up, mumbling under her breath as if trying to remember her school lessons. Then she nodded, sure of herself. “You’re one of the seven angels in the book of Revelation. I-I’m right, aren’t I?”

Without standing, she gestured to shake his hand. “My name is Lulu. Lulu Jones. You’re here to save me, right? Take me away?” She sounded hopeful.

Hiva quirked his head to the side. “I’m here to punish the wicked.”

“And who’s the wicked?” The gunslinger folded her arms, glaring at him. She put up a tough front, this girl, Fables had to admit. She was tough. And once again, he was jealous.

Hiva lifted his head. For a moment, it seemed like he would answer. But Lulu did instead.

“You saw it, didn’t you?” She surveyed the ash-filled clearing. “The wicked. They’re gone. They disappeared like dust. Like a bad dream. The Lord really does listen to our prayers.” She looked up. “The Lord hasn’t abandoned me.” Lulu brought her praying hands up to her forehead, squeezed her eyes shut, and laughed while tears slipped down her cheeks. “You haven’t abandoned me!”

“Lulu…” Fables saw this girl crumpled, praying and pleading on the ground, newly orphaned as the ashes of her family mixed with those of their killers and drifted up into the moon. She was hoping for solace. For someone that would give it to her. Anyone…

All would die soon. All were wicked. Humanity was a mistake. They all needed to disappear. But not now. Fables wasn’t the giving type. But as a reward for this girl’s suffering, at the very least, he thought it’d be kind if she survived long enough to understand just how glorious it would all be one day when it ended. How much sense Hiva’s righteous dogma made. A reprieve from her grief…

“Uh…” Fables squirmed awkwardly, because he still didn’t like being around this girl. “Hiva here’s on a mission. I’m Fables, his guide.”

“A mission.” Lulu looked up at Hiva with hopeful eyes. “To punish the wicked and take the faithful?”

Hiva took off his hat. Lulu and the gunslinger both gasped. The emerald crown and white stone sparkled in the dying light. Lulu took to her feet and placed her hands on it so suddenly that Fables’s heart jumped into his throat. For one moment, he thought she’d collapse, dead for the mere sin of touching him, but she didn’t. Nor did Hiva move.

She felt his crown and cried tears of happiness.

“You really are an angel…. We’re really not alone down here….” She wept and fell to her knees again. “We deserve someone looking out for us too. Pastor said the Lord wouldn’t forsake us, and he was right. He was right…. Mama, Daddy, Joey… you shoulda seen this. You should be here… you should be here!”

She screamed and wailed bitterly for what felt like days, inconsolable, while all looked on in silence. It pierced Fables’s soul until he couldn’t take it.

“W-why don’t you come with us,” Fables said all in one breath, giving a quick glance to Hiva to make sure he wouldn’t object. He didn’t. Fables supposed it was all the same to him. Everyone would have the same fate in the end. “This is a movement. A reckoning. The people who did this to you… there are people like that all over this country… all over the world. We’re gonna punish ’em all. They’re gonna get what’s coming to ’em. And the faithful will be taken to a better place. It’s all part of God’s plan.”

Whether it was part of God’s plan or not didn’t matter to Fables. It was an opportunity he needed to seize on, and it was enough to keep the girl going for now. The gunslinger looked skeptical as all get-out, but when she and Fables exchanged glances, she kept her mouth shut.

Meanwhile, Lulu nodded her head. “The faithful will be taken,” she repeated. “They were just taken, that’s all….” And she continued sobbing on the ground.

“But before that, we need to find someone….” Fables looked at Hiva.

“And you thought that someone was me?” The gunslinger picked up her bandana off the ground. “I smell like her or something? Guess she hasn’t bathed in a few days either.”

“Her anima is faint. It may be that you’ve met her… or have come into contact with someone who has.”

Hiva’s speech was measured and without feeling. He was as calculating as an abacus and had the same level of passion. He didn’t seem emotional about his desire to find this person. He was like a machine built to check two items off the list. This just happened to be one of them. He was the complete opposite of Fables’s father, who’d fly off the handle after hearing the wrong word. Fables didn’t know how to feel about his king’s empty coldness, but he had to admit—it did help him seem more trustworthy. What he said he would do, he did. When Hiva spoke, Fables believed him. And Fables had had enough of overemotional idiots for a lifetime. Hiva stood like a god who could not understand the preoccupations of human beings. He did not want to and did not need to. He was better off not knowing.

“That means you’re a clue,” said Fables helpfully, looking to Hiva for the kind of approval Fables knew he wouldn’t get from someone like him. “Whoever Hiva wants to find, you’re the clue to finding her.” This “second” Hiva. “So you’re coming with us.”

The gunslinger laughed. “And if I don’t? You gonna kill me?”

The girl seemed to welcome it. Behind the veneer of confidence was shattered glass. What this girl had been through, Fables had no idea. But it was the same for him. The gunslinger, Lulu, and himself. They’d all been broken by this vile world.

“Dunno,” Fables said. “But if you do, you get to kill some assholes and get away with it.”

“I’ve already been doing that,” she answered, a wicked smile on her lips. “It’s kind of my raison d’être.”

He’d figured that would entice her, though, and he was right. After a moment of thinking, her hand twitched on her gun. “Sure. Why not. Nothing else to do.”

Hiva wasn’t listening. He was already peering through the treetops as if he’d seen something. When Fables’s eyes followed Hiva’s gaze, for a moment he thought he saw something too. Something that disappeared in a flash.

A grinning mask. But it couldn’t have been.

“What?” the gunslinger said. “We being watched?”

“Perhaps,” said Hiva. “By something not so human.”

“Ironic of you to say that,” she scoffed, and helped Lulu to her feet.

But Fables could have sworn he saw it. A harlequin mask covering a man’s face. A black top hat. He shook his head. That didn’t make sense. Then again, what about any of this made sense? He squeezed his eyes shut and looked again. Nothing.

“Looks like you killed half the town,” said the gunslinger. “The place is going to be swarming with officers soon—I mean, the ones you didn’t burn to a crisp. Wanted posters gonna go out. Newspaper articles.” The gunslinger stretched her neck. “I know a place to hide if you’re interested. A ranch a few miles west of here. Just gotta get on that road.” She pointed to her right. “Could have gotten there sooner, but you killed my horse,” she added with a sting of anger.

Hiva had already started off. “I guess we’re going,” Fables said. He hadn’t intended on sharing his king with anyone else, but sometimes unexpected things happened.

Then, just for a second, Hiva stumbled. He regained his footing quickly, but that alone was enough to send Fables into a panic.

“Hiva!” He ran up to him but didn’t dare touch him. “Are you okay?”

“Need a nap?” said the gunslinger, and Fables cast her a dirty look. Hiva continued as if nothing had happened.

His machinelike focus was truly something to behold. But what worried Fables was the fact that Hiva was walking a little slower than usual, his steps labored. After his massacre in the Kansas bar, Hiva had needed some time to recover. Fables had kept him hidden in the woods nearby while he went to steal clothes for him. Fables remembered returning to see him lying against a tree trunk, birds nesting in his hair, his long lashes fluttering as he slept. The most glorious sight Fables had ever seen. As if he were one with the earth.

But it made one thing clear to him: every time Hiva brought down the hammer of justice upon the evil, it sapped his energy. Even Hiva wasn’t infallible.

Even gods had weaknesses.

Lulu didn’t seem to notice. She wiped her face and cast one last look toward the ropes that had taken her family.

“A real, living angel sent by God. If only you could have seen it,” she sniffed. “Mama, you always said things happen for a reason. Things happen for a reason.” She nodded and repeated it a few times under her breath. “You’re not really gone. You’re all watching me, aren’t you? Then watch me make things right.” She nodded again, her eyes brightening. “I’ll make things right.” With a little smile, she sucked in a breath and followed behind Hiva, humming quietly to herself. “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Fables had played it enough times in saloons to recognize it.

“Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord….”

That was when her little body gave out in exhaustion. The gunslinger wasted no time hoisting Lulu up on her back. Fables wasn’t sure Lulu was ready for what was to come, but in her state, letting her believe what she wanted was the only humane thing he could do for her.

“You seem awfully nice,” Fables said to the gunslinger. “What’s your name?”

“Berta,” she answered simply. “Berta Morales.”

Lulu’s weight didn’t seem like it was much, but Berta did huff a bit as she bolstered her body a little higher on her back.

“Got any family?”

“Does it look like I got family, twiggy?” But there was an awkward pause before Berta’s sharp response. Fables could only wonder.

“My turn. This person y’all want to find.” Berta’s question was for Hiva. “ ‘The Hiva of this earth.’ The girl I smell like. It is a girl, right? So why you wanna find her?”

Hiva answered just as simply: “I’m going to kill her.”






PART ONE Dark Specters



No brown specter pulls up a chair beside me when I sit down to eat. No dark ghost thrusts its leg against mine in bed.

The game of keeping what one has is never so exciting as the game of getting.

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON,

“HOW IT FEELS TO BE COLORED ME”
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November 23, 1884

On the other side of the world…

TWO HOURS PAST MIDNIGHT, A woman with too many names broke into the British Museum while the streets of London burned.

In her grip was the collar of the museum’s director, still in his white nightshirt because she’d kidnapped him from his bed.

“You! You…” The director devolved into whimpers as he stumbled over his ankle-length shirt and struggled to keep his nightcap on.

The woman grimaced. She had become used to calling herself “Iris,” but she’d collected too many aliases during her immortal life to be satisfied with “you.”

This hidden hall below the basement of the museum was one of the secrets she’d wrangled out of the eccentric Riccardo Benini. The hall existed solely to lead the Enlightenment Committee, of which Benini was a member, to a secluded room tucked away from the prying eyes of visitors.

The Library of Rule. The secret room was home to a mysterious collection of artifacts curated out of the remains of the civilization she’d annihilated millennia ago.

It was why she needed the director and his key. It was why there were guards standing by in their silver-buttoned black jackets and pants, ready to bash in the heads of intruders. And here the intruders were. The guards’ custodian helmets lifted a little as they began attacking with batons.

Iris didn’t need to lift a finger.

“Wha’s ’at?” cried one guard, pointing in terror. “Wha’s ’at?”

He was referring to the white crystal sword emerging out of the chest of the young warrior trailing her. A girl with brown skin not quite as dark as Iris’s and a damaged right eye. Olarinde. The frills of her yellow dress billowed behind her as she leaped out from behind Iris.

“Hold fast, boys, she’s one of those freaks we’ve been told about. Bloody—”

The guard could not even finish his sentence before Rin sliced his lifted baton in half. There had to have been more than a dozen guards in this darkly lit hallway. Rin took them down one by one, clearing a path for Iris.

“L-let me go, you beast!” the director demanded to Iris in terror.

Beast. That was not one of her names.

Sweat dripped down his snow-white beard as she dragged him along behind her.

Men like him had given her names before. Isoke: She Who Does Not Fall. Given by the king of Dahomey, who’d forced her to fight as one of his warriors fifty years ago.

Iris Marlow. Given by the slave trader who’d kidnapped her and taken her to England. The name that the people she loved knew. If not for that, she would have thrown it away.

The Nubian Princess. Given by her old circus boss, George Coolie, before he’d tried to auction her off on the black market.

The cataclysm known as the Hiva. It was the first name she’d ever been given, long ago when the One who’d created her first molded her inside the earth. She didn’t remember those days. Not clearly. They were too far away.

She knew that she was Hiva. She knew that every few millennia, the One would call her into existence to cause the fall of a wicked civilization. Only after she fulfilled her purpose would the One allow her to return to the earth.

But each life cycle she’d lived since her first was a blank page—no, a red page. Because pools of blood in ash were all that was left from those memories. Maybe something inside her wouldn’t let her remember anything else.

“Don’t engage!” said the director as Rin slammed another guard against the wall. “Go to Club Uriel! Check on the patrons—”

Iris yanked his collar to silence him, but then, as her shoulder grazed the purple ribbon by her ear that tied her braids in a beautiful bow, she thought of Jinn with a pang of guilt. She, Rin, and Jinn had escaped Club Uriel by the skin of their teeth only because Iris had knocked out her old circus partner. His fire was already spreading across Pall Mall Street. If she hadn’t tied him up and kept him in a safe house, he’d still be fighting that ghoul Gram now. They didn’t have time for that. They were to escape London tonight. But there was something Iris needed to do first.

One man smashed into another, hats and clubs flying into the air. Another crashed against the ground with a quick, feeble gasp. Blood from the tallest guard’s mouth spurted across the lamps fixed to the mahogany walls. Iris expected nothing less from Rin, the sixteen-year-old warrior once prized as the youngest talent among the Dahomey military’s Reaper Regiment.

“Rin, don’t kill them,” Iris reminded her, even though she had far more blood on her hands—lifetimes’ worth. Iris spoke in the newfound authoritative voice she hadn’t had back when she was just an amnesiac tightrope dancer searching for the truth behind why she couldn’t die. Back in those simpler days, before she realized she wasn’t an eighteen-year-old West African girl, despite how she appeared to the world—despite her youthful round face, full red lips, big brown eyes, and skin dark and shining as coal.

Iris had lived for eons. And this room, the Library of Rule, opened by the terrified director’s little silver key, confirmed it.

A ghostly chill touched Iris so subtly that she almost lost her grip on the director’s collar. Rin closed the door behind them and guarded it with her sword as Iris threw the museum director onto the floor, taking away his key. There were no windows in this room. The only source of light was from the candelabras affixed to the wall. Still she could see the magnificent displays of tablets and stones, tools and artifacts placed delicately behind reflective glass cases, symbols etched into their surfaces.

Ruins of a civilization she’d once destroyed.

She shivered as one by one, the static marks broke through the haze of jumbled memories clouding her mind, the signs becoming more familiar to her. Each mark engraved in stone drew out images of green lands and quiet seas… and of a murderous people….

“The Naacal.” Her breath hitched, the word a treacherous spider crawling up her spine. Iris’s gaze fell upon a stone tomb propped up vertically against the wall in the rightmost corner of the room. It smelled of death. The ruinous bones inside called to her….

“How did you know about this place?” The director’s question broke the spell. As she walked to the front wall, she glared at the man cowering in his nightwear. “Only the Committee knows,” he said.

“The Enlightenment Committee?” Her temper rose at the sound of that vile organization’s name. “And where’s the Committee now to save you?”

He withdrew with a squeak, covering his mouth to muffle his breaths.

After a while, he lowered his hands and muttered, “Just what do you know, girl?” The director clearly didn’t want to speak to her again, but he chanced it anyway. If he knew about this place, he must have been a member of Club Uriel, the death cult that had worshipped the apocalypse. Like everyone else in the club, he was obviously loyal to the Committee, the top seven members within the club. He was their glorified pet.

“I know that the Enlightenment Committee believes the world is coming to an end, just like the rest of you disgusting, decadent fools. The grand cataclysm: the Hiva.” Iris wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at the few stones made of pure gold behind the front glass display. And at the carvings that depicted faces in anguish.

Anguish she’d caused. The red page had begun to tell a story. The longer she stood inside this mausoleum, the clearer that story became.

“I know you all thought it’d be fun to toy with people desperate for a way out of poverty,” Iris continued. “People with abilities.”

Rin held out her mystical crystal sword.

“The Enlightenment Committee gathered us together and made us fight like cocks to see which one of them would ‘win’ the right to guide the next phase of humanity after the apocalypse. And you all relished it like sick spectators placing your bets.” Iris’s eyes were blazing. “Anything to add?”

But what was worth adding wasn’t anything he would know. Club Uriel certainly didn’t.

The Hiva wasn’t an apocalyptic event. It was the bringer of the apocalypse itself.

The Hiva was Iris.

The director remained silent, sweat beading across his forehead.

“The Tournament of Freaks.” Iris squeezed her hands into a fist. “Tonight was to be the grand finale, only things didn’t go quite as planned, did they?” She remembered the pile of bodies on the second floor of Club Uriel—the corpses meant to be the audience for their final fight to the death—and shivered. “Lucky you, director. You decided to skip the festivities.”

His fingers twitched. “M-my wife and child were sick,” he confessed.

Loved ones. She wanted to calm her anger, but what about her loved ones? The club hadn’t cared when they’d gossiped and giggled over who died during the tournament. They hadn’t cared what the cost was for their entertainment. They thought nothing of the players’ pain….

She closed her eyes, only to find the cheeky, lopsided smile of a Salvadoran boy mocking her. Maximo Morales. The thought of his curly brown hair and tanned skin nearly sent Iris into a whirl of despair. He’d joined the tournament just so he could one day find his sister, and died because of it. The golden pocket watch he’d stolen for her ticked silently in the pouch of her dress….

“Max,” she whispered. Her arms dropped to her side, but she could no longer feel them. A panicked tingling rushed from her face, down her neck, and to her now wildly beating heart. It took great effort to raise her hand to clutch her chest, and when she did, her palms felt like sand.

Max… She gritted her teeth to force the word back down her throat. She wouldn’t show weakness. Not in front of a man like this. That was what she thought. That was what she demanded of herself. Then she tasted the wet saltiness that began pooling between her lips. She turned and hastily wiped the tears from her face, but an ugly sob gave her away.

Max was dead. The Tournament of Freaks had killed him.

Iris dried her tears and faced the director once more. “Thank your family,” Iris told him hatefully. “Otherwise you would have been among the club members slaughtered tonight.”

With a shaky hand, Iris opened the glass case and touched the stones. Perhaps memory was tactile. The electric buzz that prickled her fingers was like a direct transmission of knowledge. She didn’t want to remember, but she began to, bit by bit. The stones. The symbols. Together they wove a tragic story, the story of a fallen civilization: the Naacal.

And as her fingers slid across the grooves, suddenly, in her mind’s eye, she could see the lush greenery overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. The hills upon which glorious cities were built. Humans in green robes and gold sashes walking across paved paths, silver bangles around their necks and ankles. Ah, yes. The Naacal had used an especially strong substance to build the tall pillars of their shrines and the perfectly portioned white bricks of their homes: Naacalian orichalcum. An advanced, mechanical mix of quartzite, copper, ocher, and other substances.

The Naacalians had wondrous technologies humans now could only dream of. Among the most advanced of their tech were crowns known as meridians, powered by technology smaller than the eye could detect. With these special bands, the Naacal could teleport anywhere they wished as long as they could see it in their mind’s eye—quite similar, Iris noted, to the supernatural abilities of a young man she used to know, Lawrence Hawkins.

A young man who just tried to kill me, she remembered bitterly, her hands squeezing into a fist. Tried, yes. But killed Max in her place.

The meridian had still been in its prototype stage at the time Iris murdered them all.

A shock of pain split through Iris’s skull.

“Isoke!”

Iris could hear Rin by the door worryingly calling her by her Dahomean name as she crumpled to her knees, gripping her head. No, Isoke wasn’t her name. Neither was Iris. But her true name—she didn’t want it.

Hiva, the cataclysm. She didn’t want it.

The name was written on the tablet in front of her, symbolized by the Naacal through two overlapping circles, one bright, one dark: the sun and its shadow. The ancient pictographs told the story of their demise. Five simple lines that belied the true horror of those days:


And so Hiva laid waste to the world.

With a mighty hand and unforgiving eye, everything that fell upon Hiva’s sight became dust.

And in the same way, Hiva will rise again.

For it is Hiva’s fate to destroy mankind forever and ever.

Misery unto eternity…



Even now, as her recollection slowly returned, Iris couldn’t remember every detail of her time with the Naacal. Inside the Crystal Palace just hours earlier, she finally remembered who she was, but… that was eons of history pouring into her all at once. Eons. Whatever details hadn’t been lost by now were still clumsily sorting themselves out.

The Naacalian civilization was her most recent memory. As that had been the previous life she’d lived before this one, it was easier to recall their cities crumbling, the civilians and soldiers burning from the inside out. She remembered the One calling her back to the earth once she’d fulfilled her mission. Darkness. The peace of nothingness.

Then she was summoned again fifty years ago to eradicate the new civilization that had sprung up in the Naacal’s place. This civilization. And so she was reborn.

But that was Hiva’s mission, not hers. Hiva was the name that had cost her everything: the trust of the newfound friends she’d met during the Tournament of Freaks. The life she’d carved out for herself in this world as an innocent circus performer…

“Granny…,” she whispered. She’d almost forgotten she was still wearing the clothes Granny had sewn for her: a peach blouse with a high collar. A long skirt the color of green moss. Her eyes filled with tears as she remembered the old woman who’d treated her as a daughter in Coolie’s circus. It was just too dangerous to go near her now. Maybe ever.

“Ugh!” Iris yelled again, her head splitting. The memories were too much. Too many years, too many deaths. Every second of every scene stumbled over each other, playing out of order. She felt like a spectator to it, as if someone else had set all those worlds aflame. Not her.

I’d never. She shook her head. I would never.

Being here among the ruins, feeling Naacalian artifacts with her bare hands, made the pain worse. Her brain felt scrambled. Details slipped through the cracks of her psyche as she peered around the room… at the tomb calling her….

“Director!” Breathing heavily, Iris stumbled to her feet. “Bring out every bit of information you have on the Naacal. Now!”

The museum’s director didn’t need telling twice. The tablets were too heavy, so he scrambled across the room, bringing out scrolls from inside cupboards. As he worked to pile everything across the long wooden table in the center of the room, Rin approached her.

“Isoke,” she said in Fon, the language they’d both used in Dahomey. “We need to leave this place before the others catch up to us.”

The others. She meant the other teams they’d competed against in the tournament. The street urchins Hawkins, Cherice, and Jacob—Max’s friends, whom she’d come to trust. Mary, Lucille, and Henry, an odd but strangely functional team she’d just begun to work with instead of against. Where once there had been a tentative alliance, there was now nothing but blood and fear.

Iris bit her lip and realized she was shaking. Was it out of fear or anger?

They’d turned on her. They’d refused to even listen to her….

But could she blame them? From their perspective, she was Hiva, killer of worlds. If they wanted to live, then they needed to kill her first. It was as simple as that. For them…

“And not just them.” Rin gripped her shoulder. “The guards. The Committee.”

Adam Temple. Iris’s expression darkened. A devilish, handsome young man with limitless wealth to match his fanatical worship of “Hiva.” The only Committee member to know that Hiva was not an event but a creature. Her. How fun it must have been for him to manipulate her into joining the tournament, stringing her along with promises of “the truth,” knowing all along how horrific the truth really was. The last time they were together, she’d left him unconscious on the floor of his own mansion, but who knew when he’d awaken? Who knew what else he had planned for her in that chess-like mind of his?

She had to disappear.

“We’ll gather up all the information we can carry and leave,” Iris told Rin. “Anything from this place that can help me learn what I need to know.”

Rin narrowed her eyes. “And what’s that?”

Iris looked at her very seriously, each breath heavy. “How to stop myself from ending humanity.”
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THE MUSEUM DIRECTOR THOUGHT HE was clever.

He had a gun in one of the cupboards and wielded it only after Iris was preoccupied with the twelve scrolls he’d set on the table. He aimed for Rin next to her, but Iris was faster. She grabbed the younger girl and swiveled around, letting the bullet pierce through her elbow. As Iris’s bones ejected the bullet, Rin rushed at him, knocking him out with one punch.

“Ugh.” Iris winced, waiting for her elbow to heal before moving it. Not being able to die didn’t mean getting shot didn’t hurt. Not to mention, dying felt like hell. She avoided it whenever she could. To think she used to agonize over why she couldn’t die. Now she knew: the One who’d created her wouldn’t let her die and return to the earth until she’d completed her mission.

What had made her do it the last time? And the times before that?

Each time there’d been a breaking point, something that tipped her over the edge, something that had finally made her understand that humanity needed to die. After she’d reached that point, there was no stopping her until her mission was complete.

It always happened like that. Without fail.

Slowly, Iris’s eyes slid to the tomb. “No.” She bit her bottom lip. “There has to be a way. There has to be.”

She couldn’t die, but she didn’t want to lock herself up in a cage for all eternity. There must be a method, whether through magic or science, to take away these impulses—no, these powers—altogether. That was what she needed. If there was a way to make humans supernatural, then there had to be a way to transform supernatural beings back into humans. Right?

To live as a normal human. To grow old and die in peace. That was her dream.

Granny. Iris smiled as she suddenly remembered the day she’d first brought her pet goose, Egg, to Granny’s tent. The old woman had been incensed that Iris wouldn’t let her cook it. The ensuing argument wasn’t one that could be so easily broken up, though Jinn had tried after hearing their squabbles from outside. The whole ordeal had ended with Granny whacking Iris on the head with a wooden spoon for her smart mouth and Jinn trying very hard not to laugh.

Before their performance that night, Iris had pouted and whimpered in the corner of her tent, her skull still smarting, while Granny braided her hair. Even still, Granny had giggled whenever Egg’s feathers brushed up against her legs. Granny’s laughter had tasted like sweet medicine. Iris wanted to hear it again.

Granny and Jinn. Their “Iris” wasn’t a cold-blooded murderer.

All Iris knew of the One was that it was a divine being. It alone allowed her to live and die. But no matter what or who had summoned her into existence, she would never again commit genocide on its behalf. Right there in the Library of Rule, Iris swore it to herself.

“Isoke.” Rin grabbed her around the elbow—the one that hadn’t just been shot. “We should return to Dahomey. To King Glele. There may be information there from back when you were a warrior.”

Iris watched Rin carefully. Max had told all the Fanciful Freaks what she was. It was why they’d turned on her. But Rin seemed determined to stick by her side. Did she even believe that Iris was Hiva? Did she even care?

“Now that you’re finally yourself—”

Iris’s fingers twitched. “And who am I?” she asked Rin pointedly.

Rin was such a young girl. Her battle scars and bloodstained hands belied the fact that she was only sixteen years old. When Iris had turned to her so sharply, the warrior had jumped in fear, betraying her age. But it had lasted a second. In the very next, she didn’t waver when she answered Iris.

“A warrior queen with the power of the gods. The most famous of the mino under King Ghezo. She Who Does Not Fall. Child of Gleti, the Moon Goddess.”

More names. Gleti, the moon goddess, was worshipped in the Kingdom of Dahomey. Iris had learned this during her time there. Celestial mother of the stars, whose mere absence caused the lands to fall under an eclipse. There had been an eclipse, too, on the day of Iris’s rebirth, the day she’d risen up from inside the earth to begin her death mission anew.

Was it Gleti who had called her? Rin seemed to think so.

“I don’t think you understand,” Iris said, her hand on one scroll as she leaned against the table. “I was summoned here to end everything. Not just whoever your king says I should.”

“And who says I want you to listen to the damn king?”

Rin had said it so quickly that Iris thought she’d heard things. But by the time Iris whipped her head up to stare at the girl, Rin’s eyes were already avoiding hers.

“And what do you mean by that?”

Rin hesitated, her gaze darting here and there. “I just meant to say that… your will is your own. But if I don’t complete my mission and take you to the king…”

When Rin’s jaw locked, Iris couldn’t help but recall how fearsomely Dahomey’s sacred warriors treated their enemies—and how merciless they were toward traitors.

Rin stretched her arms out pleadingly. “At the very least, let me complete my mission. Do what you please after you meet him. Neither the king nor his warriors are a match for you.”

Rin had only come to England in the first place on the orders of her king, to bring Iris back to the Kingdom of Dahomey as the king’s warrior. That was what the king wanted. As for what Rin wanted? The young girl turned away, her lips curled inward as Iris studied her. She probably just wanted to avoid reprimand… or a far worse punishment. King Ghezo’s punishments had been particularly brutal decades ago. Iris expected no more or less from the new king.

And what about what I want? Why isn’t that ever enough?

Iris almost let out a whimper as despair began to flood her. Her head was a mess. She needed to focus. Rin was right. The Committee, the other Fanciful Freaks. Adam. There were too many enemies looking for her. They had to leave London. She’d figure this out later.

“We need something to carry the scrolls,” Iris said. She and Rin searched the Library of Rule until Iris settled on taking the director’s nightgown, tearing it open and tying it into a makeshift sack. Good thing the fabric was nice and expensive. Made for sturdy stuff.

“Hurry,” Rin said while Iris took the bag.

And yet still Iris’s gaze turned to the tomb.

Anima: the essence of life stored within one’s very bones. She could sense the life of others. Use it to track them down. And like a spark to gas, she could turn that essence against them and use it to burn their bodies to ash.

But that was not how she’d murdered the Naacalian priest whose bones she sensed in that tomb.

She dropped the sack of scrolls wordlessly and followed the traces of that man.

“Isoke?”

Rin’s voice was in another time now. Her mind asunder, her memories swirling, her fingers aching, Iris pried upon the casket.

The cobwebbed skeleton came crashing down on her, gaping its teeth as if to swallow her whole. Nyeth, the high priest of the Naacal, would have wanted the revenge. Out of the chaos of memories, she plucked out a bloody scene. Light streaming through a glass window on a domed ceiling. The symbol of the Naacal etched across the blue orichalcum that could withstand even the unforgiving pressure of these oceanic depths. Rows of pillars upon a speckled white marble floor, and one sweeping spiral staircase leading to the majestic central platform.

The Coral Temple…

The high priest, Nyeth, was doubled over upon the platform under a perfect pillar of light. The knife Iris had jabbed into his chest without feeling or remorse was strange indeed, not made of silver or steel. The remains of Nyeth’s heart bloodied it. But Nyeth still had life in him yet—just enough to twist the round, coral-colored plate affixed to the ring around his finger.

It was called the Coral Ring. Nyeth never let it out of his sight. Why…? It was as if she were trapped in her old heartless, mechanical body, forced to rewatch the horrors she’d committed without being able to stop them.

His blond hair fluttered across his narrow shoulders; his red-and-gold robes—worn by the Naacalian clergy—swept the floor as he swayed on his unsteady feet. Iris couldn’t see herself reflected in his fading blue eyes, but she couldn’t see fear, either. He smiled with maniacal glee.

“That blade,” he said between labored breaths. “We made it out of his…”

“I’m well aware of what it is. And what you were planning to do with it.”

Iris’s voice. It sounded… different. Emotionless.

Terrifying.

Silence. Nyeth’s bloodied lips trembled. “I hear no remorse. Not even a hint of anger. I once followed you. I would have done anything for you. None of it means anything to you, does it?”

It didn’t. Not a trace of humanity could be found in Iris’s words.

Soon, Nyeth’s bloody coughing devolved into laughter. “Imagine how joyful I was when I realized that one can win against a god. Your wings can be clipped. If only we’d had more time. Then there may have been hope for us….”

He looked beyond Iris to something behind her, something Iris couldn’t see, not in this memory. A structure veiled in darkness. “And it’d just been completed too…. Damn it all….”

“S-sister…” Behind her, a feeble voice called out in desperation, in despair. Iris looked over her shoulder just long enough to see the speaker’s mangled body on the twisted steps. A creature of untold beauty. His arm missing. His eyes golden. A meridian across his forehead. And misery etched across his perfect face. “Why…?”

“But!” Nyeth grabbed Iris’s Naacalian robes in fury with one hand and flashed his ring on the other. “I can still stop you. I have the Coral Ring. This isn’t over! This isn’t… over….”

The ring…

The light in the priest’s eyes died. Nyeth’s corpse fell upon Iris inside the ancient temple and his skeleton burst apart against her inside the Library of Rule. His dust entered her lungs as she held out her arms as if to receive a friend who’d tripped. She received Nyeth’s warm blood instead, the memory of it pouring over her body. Part of the dusty skeleton’s broken jaw cut her cheek. And inside the temple, she could see Nyeth’s murderous eyes finally close. Was it past or present? Was she Iris or Hiva? She could no longer tell.

Iris was screaming. It took her only a second to register that the pain in her knees had been caused by the ground, and the pain in her head from her nails, but then she was lost in the flood of memories, too many memories. Too much death.

To know her true identity. The curse of a wish granted.

“That’s not me! That’s not me! I don’t want it—!”

“Isoke!”

Rin’s slap across Iris’s face brought her back to the present. Iris let go of her head and stood up quickly.

“What is it?” Rin asked. “What’s wrong with you?”

Sweat dripped from Iris’s brow. Despite the humidity in the room, her body shivered deep to her core. The memory of Nyeth’s hatred iced her veins.

I can still stop you. I have the Coral Ring. This isn’t over….

His ring. Iris frantically searched the broken hands of the skeleton in pieces on the ground. “It’s not here.” She shook her head. “His ring isn’t here!”

“What?” Rin sounded impatient behind her. And a little scared.

Iris rushed over to the director and slapped him awake. She gripped his throat with such ferocity that even Rin was shocked.

“Isoke—”

“Where’s the ring? The priest’s ring?” Iris squeezed his throat as the man whimpered in confusion.

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Don’t lie to me!” Iris bellowed, grabbing his collar and forcing him to stare at the shattered skeleton. “That man never let his ring out of his sight. It was important. Part of his sacred duty. And part of their plan to…”

To stop her. Iris might not have known how. But she remembered that much. It had been admirable, the amount of effort the Naacal—their rulers and their priests—had placed into keeping humanity safe from her. Iris placed a hand on her head. Blurry. The memories weren’t sorted yet.

Your wings can be clipped.

What Nyeth had called the Coral Ring was key to the Naacal’s efforts to “clip her wings.” She knew that much. But how? What did the ring do? How did it factor into this never-ending puzzle?

Your wings can be clipped….

She couldn’t die. But her wings could be “clipped.” What was a bird without its wings?

What was a god without her powers?

A sudden start made her pause, her body numb. But after a violent shudder, she turned back to the director. “You curated this collection, didn’t you? The man in this tomb. What do you know about him?”

“M-man…?” the director repeated dully. But Iris’s scowl snapped him out of his daze. “The Crown excavated his bones in West Africa. We believe he was part of an ancient civilization. That’s it….” Sweat dripped down his neck.

“I’m sure you would have peeked inside the tomb when you had the chance. You would have seen what was on his finger. So where is it? Where is the ring?” She wrapped her hands around his neck again. “Where?”

“I sold it!” The director was shivering. “To the son of the vice president of a shipping company: the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique. André Leroux. He lives in Paris.” He clasped his hands together. “Please—not even the Committee knows this. You can’t tell them. I just wanted something for myself—”

“What, like your wealth and prestige aren’t enough?” The memory of Nyeth’s hate infected her like a virus. Iris felt her blood boiling out of control. “Your amusement at the expense of people’s lives isn’t enough? You’re all the same. Greedy, vile. The Naacal had their sins too. Many of them.”

One memory blazed clearly in Iris’s thoughts. The burning ball of fire swirling in the middle of the sea near what was now South America, courtesy of an explosion from one of the Naacalians’ many underwater nuclear experiments. The earth had cried out in pain and from a desire for vengeance. Entire species had died, along with the poor community of fishermen who lived near the coastline. It was one of the many tragedies wrought by the Naacal’s never-ending obsession with advancement.

“They were just like you. Doesn’t matter who dies in the process so long as you get what you want, right?” Iris yanked his collar. Nyeth’s face turned into Adam’s. Adam’s face turned into Maximo’s, begging her forgiveness before disappearing forever. Her words caught in her throat. “Tell me, why shouldn’t you die? Why shouldn’t you all just pay for your crimes?”

“There you are!”

A lone guard burst through the door. It all happened so quickly. As Iris’s rage burned inside of her, as she glared at the man, she let her mind go blank and her instincts take over. She could almost feel the man boiling from the inside before his screams took over, until his body disintegrated, until he was nothing more than a pile of ash on the ground.

Euphoria. A whisper of it filled her lungs like a lover’s breath, tantalizing, her eyes glazing, her lashes fluttering before Iris caught herself. As if shocked with an electrical jolt, her arms flew around her chest and squeezed hard.

What was that?

What was that… that evil, sinful feeling?

Her body numbed. Her feet felt leaden. The director was crying. Rin was just staring at her, frozen. Iris gripped her head and shook it furiously. No, this wasn’t her. This couldn’t be her. As the director passed out, she stood and stepped back, burying her face in her hands.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered in one strangled breath, to the man she’d just killed, to Nyeth, to everyone. To herself, whoever she was. “I’m sorry.”

Inside she was screaming. I don’t want this. I don’t want any of it! Get away from me! Get away!

With the weight of countless deaths upon her shoulders, she stared at the pile of ashes. Never again, she vowed. Never again. Once more, she swore it.

“Rin,” she said in a steady voice. The young warrior jumped, staring at her wide-eyed. She’d already taken several steps away from her. Iris didn’t blame her. “You say you want me to see your bloody king. But I have things to do. For one, I will never allow what just happened tonight to happen again. You’re free to go wherever you please. But if you get in my way, I will treat you as my enemy.” She looked back at the younger girl with a steely gaze. “What’s it going to be, then?”

Taking a deep breath, Rin closed her eyes, swallowed, and stood up straight, returning Iris’s gaze with that of a fighter.

“I want to follow you,” the girl said. “I’ll go wherever you go.”

“Even if it means you fail your mission?”

Iris watched her carefully as she considered it.

“That’s my decision,” Rin said. “And I won’t get in your way.”

But the defiant lift of Rin’s chin told her this girl hadn’t given up quite yet. Iris wasn’t sure what to think. Still, there were more pressing matters. She looked from Nyeth’s skeleton to the director passed out on the ground. The ring was with André Leroux in Paris. So she had a target. Catching her breath and wiping the sweat from her forehead, Iris coughed and shook off the dust from her clothes. Then she nodded to Rin.

“Let’s get the hell out of London.”
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THE COBBLED STREETS NEAR PALL Mall had been closed off by police. Iris could see the fires in the distance, smoke rising in wisps from countless chimneys. They’d been sprayed by Jinn’s mouth in his fury, hitting not only Club Uriel but even neighboring buildings. They’d gotten way out of control. It felt like the entire city of London would be enveloped. Jinn had done all this?

Iris followed Rin to Barry Bately’s hideout—a basement in the slum district of St Giles near Covent Garden. Rin had been forced to partner with Bately during the tournament, but that alliance had ended with Rin’s sword through the con man’s rib cage. Needless to say, there was no love lost there.

Covent Garden was a court with nearly twenty-two houses; though most of the inhabitants were inside at this time of night, Iris spied a few men sleeping on the ground, the smell of putrid waste soggy in the air. Rin remained as the lookout while Iris went inside.

The floors inside Barry’s building were squeaking horrendously and in some places nearly falling apart. Some steps on the staircases leading downstairs were missing, others nearly caving in. The plaster on the walls had already fallen in places. The basement was where Iris had left Jinn, unconscious and hog-tied. It was the only way to pry him away from his battle to the death with that monster Gram, one of the contestants in the tournament. The worst among them all.

But where was Jinn?

Iris’s pulse began to race. It was pitch dark except for some light trickling through the tiniest of windows. Iris strained her eyes to search the basement. There was the sooty kettle of water atop the gas stove. Some filthy shoes from the place’s former inhabitants tucked underneath one of the railings, and more unlit candles planted across its length. In the middle of the room, the blanket Iris had gingerly placed Jinn on was empty. Where had he gone?

He couldn’t have gone back to Club Uriel….

Iris felt cold. Gram might still have been there. That cannibal who enjoyed the kill more than the riches promised to the tournament winners.

Jinn couldn’t have gone back. He wouldn’t have.

“He absolutely would,” Iris whispered through gritted teeth before running to a smaller section of the basement separated by an open, arched brick wall.

A rough hand seized her forearm the moment she stalked past the brick. In a flash, her back had hit the brick, her shoulders buckling under Jinn’s grip.

“Jinn, it’s me!” Wide-eyed, she looked up at his dark, catlike eyes, now wide with surprise. “It’s just me.”

“I’m sorry.” He let go of her immediately, dazed for a moment, combing a hand through his hair. He was still on alert. Gram was still on his mind. She could tell.

But it wasn’t long before he was gripped by anger once more. His whole body tensed.

“Jinn,” Iris whispered.

“You had the nerve to do that to me,” he hissed. His sandy skin flushing in anger, he ran his hand down his face and shook his head in disbelief. Though he refused to meet her gaze, he looked mad enough to breathe fire. “Knocking me out. Leaving me tied here. The nerve—”

“I had to.” Iris grabbed his forearm, but he brushed her off, moving away from her. His jawline seemed somehow sharper as he grimaced. “You were about to kill yourself fighting Gram. We had to escape. We had to—”

“He killed my father.” He whirled around. “My father.”

Refik Ibrahim. Jinn had shouted that name just before rushing Gram. The only clue as to who “Jinn” really was. He’d never told her his own name. Never trusted her with it.

“I know….” Iris lowered her head. Who was she kidding? They’d only been partners at Coolie’s circus for two years. It wasn’t as if he owed her anything. But during those moments when they were waving in front of an audience on their tightrope, smiling at each other after having finished a particularly difficult routine, she’d always felt an indescribable connection between them that was real… an attraction that was palpable….

“Do you?” Jinn approached her slowly, but Iris couldn’t move, not after noting his quiet desperation. “That day at the South Kensington fair ten years ago changed my life.”

“And so many others.” The mysterious day that had haunted Iris for ten years. The day she’d reanimated, causing the phenomenon that gave people extraordinary abilities. Jinn with his breath of fire. Max…

“Max.”

The name escaped from her lips so suddenly, it shocked Jinn to a stop. Stepping back, he looked down at the filthy floor.

A familiar pain wrung her throat. She crumpled over, stomach heaving as she shakily gulped in air and remembered him. Max. Her tears fell once more.

The pocket watch in Iris’s dress broke the silence with a tick, tick, tick.

“He’s… gone. Probably dead,” Jinn said. And when she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head, he added, “There’s no point in thinking about him anymore.”

“What?” Incensed, she glared at him. “You’re right, he is gone. And your father’s gone too,” Iris snapped back, dismayed at his heartlessness, surprised by her own. “And there’s no point in losing your life avenging him—”

“My father’s dead because of that man-eating monster, Gram. He killed my father at that fair ten years ago. He did that.”

Iris thought of Gram’s jaundiced pallor, stringy gray hair, and black lips sated only by the taste of human blood. I never remember the names of my meals, he’d once said. Iris shivered.

“I could have had him. I could have—”

“You could have died.” And as Jinn turned from her, throwing his hands up in exasperation, Iris added, “I’m not going to let that happen!” This time she grabbed his arm. This time he didn’t push her away.

“Why?” Jinn searched her eyes, a hint of vulnerability unmistakable. “Why are you so worried about me? Why do you care whether I live or die?”

Iris’s fingers twitched upon his muscular bicep as she pressed her lips against the answer that was by now obvious to them both.

“You already know why,” she argued impatiently, her face flushing. What a stupid question. She didn’t have time for it. “That doesn’t matter right now.”

“No? So when will it matter?”

Iris sucked in a breath. “There are other things—”

“What other things?”

Iris couldn’t answer. Jinn didn’t wait any longer. The back of his hand brushed her hair, the purple ribbon he’d given to her, and then her neck, down to her collar. An electrifying thrill.

“Right,” he said. “Let’s decide this once and for all, shall we?” Then, unable to hold himself back, gripping her head, he crushed his mouth against hers. His kiss was deep, sensual, ravenous. She could feel his wetness on her lips, slipping down her tongue.

And finally she let her defenses drop, wrapping her arms around the small of his back and squeezing tight. It was chaos. Longing. His body hardened against her, his forearm stiff against the small of her back, curving her spine as he drew her into him.

Yes, this was how it was supposed to be between “Iris” and “Jinn,” between two performers whose pasts were irrelevant to what they both felt burning inside. The memories of distant worlds felt so very far away. The memory of cities burning—she didn’t want to think of it. Her body warmed, ached. She could feel her heart pounding in her ears, her legs trembling like they’d give out underneath her. A disorienting kind of bliss.

They’d been hiding in a makeshift shaft a few feet underground. It was shoddily made—just big enough to fit the three of their tiny bodies. The children must have dug it themselves. Once she tore open the dirt-covered roof and revealed their shelter, their eyes widened in terror. They pleaded for their lives. But Hiva’s mission was clear. Even the children had to die….

Iris couldn’t breathe. Quickly, she pushed Jinn away, guilt rotting her where pleasure should have sung.

“Iris…” Her name dropped from his lips. The disappointment in his voice was palpable. He moved to search her face, but she’d already turned away from him. “I see. So that’s your answer?”

She was not a god but a monster. There wasn’t any other word for something that could turn those scared little dears to ashes so heartlessly. No wonder Max had betrayed her. No wonder he’d chosen that fateful day not to trust her. She thought of him disappearing before her eyes in Club Uriel. He’d told the others her true identity out of his pure fear of it. He’d turned them against her. But he’d been right to fear her. Jinn was the foolish one.

Lost, she shifted on her feet. It took her some time before she could look up at Jinn. What could she possibly say to a man who’d only lived one life? But Jinn didn’t understand. And so his disappointment had turned to anger.

Once upon a time, in Astley’s Amphitheatre, the two of them had waited for their cue to go onstage. Back then, Jinn in his circus outfit had stared down at her with an unreadable expression and asked her a question that made her heart skip.

What do you think of me?

“Then that’s your answer,” he said with a sense of finality that sounded like a gavel on wood. “That’s good to know.”

Things were now more complicated than they had been months ago, when they were on tour playing in the snow in Moscow or bantering back and forth in Munich while waving to the audience below. Iris knew the truth now, and so did Jinn. She was millions of years old. A mass murderer. Max was dead because of her, and one day, she might just make everyone else follow him to the grave. What were she and Jinn supposed to do with that horrific knowledge?

The silent gulf that had opened between them spanned lifetimes. Cataclysms.

“Jinn, that’s not it,” she tried to explain as he turned from her. “Look, Rin is with me. She’s waiting outside with a sack of every bit of information on Hiva we could steal. Forget this silly blood feud.”

“Silly blood feud?”

Seeing Jinn’s face screw up in disgust made Iris want to collapse. “I didn’t mean it like that!” Of course she didn’t want Jinn to die. She wouldn’t be able to bear it. “I just mean there’re more important things…” She stopped and shook her head. “Just come with me, okay? I’m going to figure out how to stop… it… from happening.”

“It. You mean the end of the world that you’re supposed to cause?”

Hearing him say it struck her heart. “I won’t let that happen.” Iris grabbed his shirt collar with both hands, tugging him. “I’m going to find a way to stop it. I swear! Come with me! Let’s find the answers together! Together. Just like before.”

Once upon a time, Iris could stare deep into Jinn’s dark eyes and watch the precise moment when his will buckled and was crushed under the weight of her trust in him.

But not this time.

Jinn brushed her hands away from him. “That’s your mission. Mine is revenge.”

Iris’s hands fell to her side. “What do you… what do you mean?”

“I mean this is the end of the road for us, Iris. I’ve finally found my father’s killer. I’m going to kill Gram. Even if it kills me.”

Iris lowered her head, her voice fragile. “You won’t stay?”

She could see his fingers twitch before he balled his hands into fists. “You haven’t given me any good reason to.”

Jinn used a sack to hold his twin shamshir. Iris used to have a pair too. Coolie had procured the weapons for them for “The Bolero of Blades”: what was to be the defining routine of their partner act, “The Nubian Princess and the Turkish Prince.” The silly and tone-deaf names Coolie had come up with now felt somehow quaint. Nostalgic. Jinn walked over to the wall where his sack rested and tossed her one of his two blades.

“Don’t get yourself killed,” he said after she caught it. He didn’t even break his stride. “Then again, you can’t die.”

“Jinn!” she called out desperately.

But Jinn had already disappeared up the rickety stairs.



Iris and Rin escaped the hideout. But even as they ran, Iris’s mind couldn’t focus.

Your wings can be clipped.

Had Nyeth lied to her with his last words?

What did it mean to clip the wings of a god? Had the Naacal truly figured out a way to take away her power? Well, if anyone could do it, they could have. But they were gone.

How exactly was Iris supposed to stop herself from killing everyone now?

The fact that she couldn’t think of an answer brought a particularly painful thump in her chest, but it was no more painful than the frustration building up inside her. Her memories were still scrambled—her most recent kills the clearest, yet still mixed in with eons of genocide.

It was as if her mind was trying to protect her. As if it knew she couldn’t withstand all that information at once. Hiva could. Iris couldn’t.

As Hiva, she had killed without remorse or emotion. But the person she was now didn’t have the resilience to carry the weight of all those deaths, all those civilizations burned down. The very thought of the guard inside the Library of Rule and Nyeth’s wretched bones bursting open caused her to panic.

And what of that armless man in her memories? That beautiful creature with golden eyes who’d called her “sister.” Whenever she saw his face in her mind’s eye, it was as if her body rejected it with all its might. Her anxiety manifested into physical pain electrifying her from the inside, causing her body to tremble and her skin to crawl.

What an awful life she’d lived. Lives. What if she could see the faces of each person she’d killed? What would she say to them? How would she go on?

“Isoke?” Rin said, because Iris had momentarily dropped to her knees. She was utterly exasperated with herself. Disgusted. The one thing she’d wanted for ten years was the truth. Only to turn into a coward the moment she touched it. Jinn had probably seen it too. That was why he’d left her. She bet he couldn’t stand the sight of her any—

A hard slap across one cheek, then the other. Rin never pulled her punches.

“Is this the great warrior I had to spend all my years as an ahosi hearing about?” Rin yanked her up by the collar, forcing her to her feet. Iris could just imagine that little girl hearing about She Who Does Not Fall in tales sung by the other warriors in the Reaper Regiment. But that was a different “she.” A different person entirely…

“Get it together. We’re heading to the train station,” Rin said, peeking around the corner of an alleyway as they made their way through the dirty London streets.

Iris touched Jinn’s blade, which she’d strapped to her side with rope. Rin was right. She had to pull herself together. It was the only way to make it through this ordeal.

While on their way to the train station, they came across smatterings of police officers dispatched to find the arsonist who’d set part of Trafalgar Square on fire.

“Tell the boys to be on the lookout for a Negro female in a green dress,” Iris heard one say, and her throat closed. “Heard two of ’em were running about near the museum.”

“Negro? From America?”

“From Africa. So said one of the members of the club that got burned down—Adam Temple.”

Quick and silent as a cat, Iris slipped behind the brick wall of a bakery, flattening her back against the building, her chest heaving as she gritted her teeth. Adam.

“Look at that, then,” said the other police officer. “This is exactly what happens when you let a bunch of pickaninnies come to England. Someone needs to tell the Queen to stop bringing ’em in from the colonies.”

Hot anger shot through Iris as the two continued to babble about their hatred of immigrants. But soon Iris tuned them out. There was something more pressing to worry about.

Adam was awake, and the first thing he’d thought to do was to sic the police on her. She should have tied him up and put one of his expensive ties in his mouth after knocking him unconscious.

“Adam Temple,” repeated Rin. After the police had left the vicinity, she and Iris had started running again. “Your former patron?” Rin couldn’t understand English, but she could glean the situation from the few words she’d picked up. “That man is quite obsessed with you, isn’t he?”

The young lord’s family had long been part of Club Uriel’s death cult, and successions of Temple men had always had a seat at the table of the Enlightenment Committee. The apocalypse was deep in his blood. And as the bringer of the apocalypse, so was she.

Iris thought of his black hair and cold blue eyes and shivered. “That would be an understatement.”

Iris couldn’t tell what street this was except that it was empty, narrow, and filthy underneath her worn shoes. Washing lines stretched between two solid walls of buildings. Each hollow window was either pitch black or closed off with an apron. The narrow path felt endless.

Strange hooting noises piercing the sky above reminded her of owls or some other strange kind of nocturnal bird. But they were familiar. Oddly familiar.

Shadows flashed above her. Instinctively, she looked up. Whatever it was disappeared behind the ridge of a flat roof. Were they being followed?

“Isoke!” Rin put her arm out to stop her.

They were more than halfway down the road. In the middle of the flat cobbled path was a box that could have reached up to her knees. Though made of dark wood, Iris could hear little brass gears inside whirring ominously.

Iris’s hunter-like senses flashed as smoke began rising from it. Something that looked like a child’s toy but would sooner chop off someone’s face than bring a smile to it? She knew who was behind this.

Iris pulled up the sack of scrolls she had slung over her shoulder. “Come out, Henry!”

A fourteen-year-old boy with light brown hair and silver glasses stepped out from the darkened doorstep of one of the buildings, his bright green eyes flashing beneath his newsboy cap. Henry Whittle, grandson of a toymaker dynasty. Which meant his tournament teammates Mary and Lucille couldn’t be far away. Then it clicked that the hooting before had reminded her of the birdcalls Max and his street friends used to communicate with each other. Hawkins, Cherice, and Jacob. Were they here too?

“I had a feeling you’d all escape Club Uriel somehow,” Iris said as Henry took his place behind his gadget, and in a strange way, she was relieved. It wasn’t as if she’d wanted them to die.

Clearly, the feeling wasn’t mutual. Henry lifted his hand over the box, and, as if invisible strings were attached to his fingers, the gears began whirring faster than before.

“You’re alone,” Iris observed. “Did you and Mary have a lover’s row?”

Henry’s ears turned bright red at the mention of that mousy pigtailed girl always at his side, and he was clearly furious about it. It was a short-lived reaction, but Iris smiled with satisfaction nonetheless. He was still quite adorable, even though he wanted to kill her.

“How did you find us?” Iris asked, but Henry wasn’t in the talking mood. Well, he never was. But he looked as deadly serious as when he’d learned about her true identity.

“Henry,” she started, choosing her words carefully. “I willingly confessed to you all what I am. After learning the truth, I had no intention of hiding anything. You know why, don’t you?”

Behind her, Rin began silently summoning her white sword from within her chest.

“It’s because it doesn’t matter what I am. I’m Iris. I’m me. And I’m not going to harm you or anyone you love. I’m not going to kill anyone… a-anymore,” she added quietly.

Iris thought of the men she’d burned alive only in the past few days and bit her lip.

“Max is dead,” Henry said. “Hawkins confirmed it.”

“Hawkins?” Iris shook her head, confused. “No, he went into the void with Max….”

“Hawkins is alive,” Henry said. “Max is dead. See? You’ve already started, murderer.”

Iris went cold as she remembered Max disappearing through the portal Hawkins had made. The portal meant to get rid of her forever. How had Hawkins survived? Why hadn’t he taken Max back with him? Why hadn’t—

Max is dead. Her dry lips trembled.

Henry was usually miserable and far too serious for his age, but now he had the look of a crusader. A desperate one. “There’s been a slight change to the Tournament of Freaks. No audience. No Committee. We’re not after riches anymore. It’s your head we want.”

The box began unfurling into something bigger—impossibly bigger. Each joint snapped into place, each limb shooting out with a shiink, until what stood before her was an ugly wooden nutcracker with a carefully carved beard and gaping white teeth. It stood three times Iris’s size. Henry’s craftsmanship was admirable. His ability to turn the toys he made into weapons was always a sight to behold.

So was the long wooden sword in the nutcracker’s hand. It was taller than she was.

“Sorry. Not letting you kill my grandpa,” Henry whispered. “Lawrence!”

And as Lawrence Hawkins sprang out from one of the rooftops, Henry’s toy attacked.
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