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To all the brave hearts that are not afraid to beat.


Come to me now, and release me from this
want past bearing. All my heart desires to
happen, make it happen. And stand beside me,
goddess, my ally!


Sappho, Ode to Aphrodite
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Prologue

Aphrodite’s graceful smile threatened to shatter my heart into pieces. It bounced and rattled in my chest as if the Supreme Goddess had made me her personal puppet. If I had to suffer through another hymn, I swear I’d plunge into the sacred river and swim out of here.

“Carys vch Arianell a Ellis,” the Charites’ summons fluttered the feathers of the doves perched across the temple. I stiffened. Had they been snooping around my chest? “Come forth and declare the epithet you wish to honour.”

Holding back a sigh of relief, I took a step forward. Blood rushed through my tense limbs. Heads turned, training their gazes on me, trying to guess my choice. Narcissistic Lyssa would bet on Areia. Puny Chanté would hope the waters would drown my will.

I marched like a warrior heading into war against an army, careful to not let my sandals slip on the wet floor. The fire from the flambeaux flickered as I passed them, making my red hair glow. Warmth singed my back, nudging me onwards.

Rounded and white as a pearl, the table of the council accommodated the three Charites—Despina, Dariela, and Belinda—, the most experienced members of the Order. They all trained us with sharp blades and sharp minds. But on that day, they were strangers, inspiring equal amounts of respect, fear, and self-doubt. Aphrodite herself would watch, an arrow nocked on her swan-shaped bow, ready to break the heart of those she judged undignified.

Haughty in her mauve peplos, Dariela Ura’nia sat at the far left. She was the youngest in years but looked like the living corpse she was—that most of us were. Hours sitting in the same position, yet she enjoyed it. Not the pleasure of witnessing her apprentices climbing an important step on the Order’s hierarchy, but the privilege of crushing their egos. And she stared at me with intent, displaying the smile she had practised with the Erinyes.

A ring of water enclosed the Charites, separating them from the rest of the immortals. A silken, pink veil daubed the table, enveloping it in a fragrance of roses. Inhaling it was dangerous, put you too much at ease. I stopped and bowed lower than I needed so I could suck in the cooling breath exuding from the channelled river.

“Have you made your choice?” Despina Anadyo’mene, the eldest Charis with the looks of a thirty-year-old charmer, asked.

Once again, my gaze was drawn to the statue above the Charites. Dressed in vernal robes, Aphrodite blessed us with open arms, her sea-bathed skin the most radiant source of light in the room. Decades of dodging her affection, too naïve to realise she was seducing me to this stage where she would finally claim what remained of my soul. Her rosy, plump lips emitted a silent challenge. I accepted.

“Epistro’phia.”

“She Who Turns to Love,” Despina translated. On cue, a gasp broke the silence behind me, followed by restrained murmurs. Turn to Love was the last thing that assassins trained to kill Twin Souls should aspire to. Despina raised a hand, silencing the gossipers’ mouths, but not their volatile hearts. “A remarkable choice.”

A bizarre choice, she meant. However, she was not insulting my decision.

“Thank you, master,” I said. “For a long time, this epithet of our Lady Aphrodite inhabited my thoughts. In my prayers, in my training, in my sleep. It felt like a message. So, I opened my heart to her influence. After all, is this not our aim? To turn to the Creator’s Love, find inspiration and strength in her wisdom?”

Dariela’s eyebrow twitched. I upheld my military posture as Despina perused me with her centuries of knowledge. Those who feared Dariela’s vulture eyes had never had their soul probed by someone who might have dined at Olympus.

I should have been killed there. Sacrificed to the Goddess, then locked in a jar as my ashes burned, over and over again, with failed attempts at resurrection. But what Despina found caused her to smile.

Three Melissae approached from the dark corners of the temple, pink dresses smelling of honey. Two of them gripped my shoulders, while the third planted a hand on my back. Together, they lowered me to the river. Icy water licked my spine. The figure of the three Charites undulated above as I submerged. Their hands moved to my chest, all three Melissae anchoring me to the river’s smooth floor.

Prayers bubbled in my ears. I ignored their chant, concentrating on my heartbeats as the river washed them down my belly, my legs, my toes, and gone with the stream. Cold seeped into my skin, slowing my bloodstream down. I saw mam Arianell as she loitered outside our home on the coldest nights, welcoming the frigid winds. Pressure built in my brain, demanding oxygen. Mam Ellis lifted me off the ground, spinning me through the air, then cursing my name. My senses were losing the battle, fading, my head getting lighter.

My heartbeats were a death knell, loud, slow, and heavy. I lost the ability to count, but I tuned into them until the last toll.

And then they started again, picking up speed and energy like an overjoyed child. Air loaded my lungs, and I took calm, methodical breaths. Water dripped from my every piece of clothing, every strand of hair. The Melissae formed a triangle around me, their heads bowed to the statue with the loving smile.

Despina mirrored the Supreme Goddess’ hospitable gesture. “Welcome to the Order of Aphrodite, Carys Epistro’phia.”

Her approval was more haunting than the prospect of her ire. I returned to my seat, incapable of feeling the joy that stirred my sisters. There was a pit in my chest where I expected to have been sucked into.

Four more apprentices took the formal admission. One wasn’t rebirth by the sacred waters, the other three joined the tier of Aphrodite’s devotees. I didn’t get wind of their epithets, or whether they aroused scorn or cheer. As everyone stood to leave, eager to celebrate, Despina’s warm greeting hounded me.

“Bunch of clowns.” From the unapologetic frankness, I recognised Áine. “Need to take a breather before I get the gawks. Care to join me?”

“Lead the way.”

Áine Apotro’phia was someone who people respected by avoiding her. Stories whispered that her control over Heart Magic was unparalleled, but I had never seen her in action. She could have a higher rank in the Order, and even though I didn’t know her reasons for declining the prestige, the fact that she did, told me she was good blood.

While our sisters swarmed into the neighbouring mansion, the two ugly ducks escaped to an isolated spot—or as close to that as possible with a rowdy party in the vicinity. Áine got out the box of cigars that her brother, a Hunter, sent from Énotacht. An oak-scented smoke cocooned us.

Áine backed against the wall and let herself slide to the floor. Silence reigned over these sporadic encounters; she detested small talk. Sometimes I thought she gave zero fucks about everything. Other times, I was afraid she cared too much. Normally, I’d embrace her quiet company, but there was something nagging me that night.

“I heard a Priestess found peace yesterday,” I said. “An apprentice of yours?”

“The best.”

How could she be the best if she allowed herself to fall in Love?

“My condolences.”

Smoke rose and fell with Áine’s breathing. Her maroon hair waved down her shoulders, brightening the shadows around her. I squatted beside her, watching the ashes collect on the floor. “That’s how the world spins. Two souls become one and we consume them.”

Pacify was the term we employed, but Áine often preferred more murderous expressions. Consumed. There was an even more disturbing ring to her choice of words that day.

One minute turned into thirty. Áine never asked me about my epithet. Her own pick, The Expeller, wasn’t popular. When I started coughing, she advised me to go inside, wash my throat, and ride with the others.

“Aren’t you coming?”

“Not until they give out to me.”

I laughed. That woman had nerves. Asexual Priestesses were rare like Gryphons, and if she ever partook in drinking, it was not with the rest of us. I wondered how she survived sober in this world. Perhaps someday she would consider me worthy of learning her secrets.

Inside the mansion, I was greeted with a glass filled to the brim with a burgundy, dense liquid. The average human body had five litres of blood. In the next three hours, between my sisters and I, we drank at least twenty. Drinking blood was part of the process to incorporate Heart Magic into our veins, but that extravaganza was unheard of. Where did that stash come from?

“The Creator, in her utmost benevolence, sent us the elixir of life.” That was the answer I heard the most, each word waved like threads of a broken spindle. Others shrugged the matter off and downed another chalice. I questioned if it was wine, but the consistency was wrong.

“Then Aphrodite, like, bled to feed us.”

“How dare you!” came the incredulous replies. One twmffat choked on her drink.

Thoughts buzzed in my head, a charm of bees that couldn’t leave because there were cobwebs over the beehive. Aphrodite gifted blood, but the elixir was not Hers. It made sense. Why would the most powerful and worshipped Goddess in the entire world bleed for mere mortals? Remuneration? My sisters massaged their egos by naming themselves the “divine army on Earth.” Sounded stupid to me. If Aphrodite could drown the planet in darkness and bring anarchy to the cosmic order established millennia before her birth in the foam, I didn’t think she needed a mob to do the dirty work for her.

The sky was dark and inflexible like onyx; no juice would drip from that rock. So, the question remained: whose blood was I drinking? No one cared to find out, and suggestions were profane. I had hoped that the intoxication would loosen their tongues, but as always, my questions were ignored or reprimanded.

“She is young. Soon, she will come to appreciate Aphrodite’s graces,” Dariela replied to complaints about my behaviour.

In her hundreds of years, I was one of her best students, which explained why she had faith despite her blatant animosity towards me. It was funny how much respect fit into contempt.

Could it be her blood I drank? No, too sweet.

I couldn’t put my finger on why the beverage’s identity bothered me. Perhaps because it was too good. After my first glass, I even forgot about my audience with Despina. I felt stronger, healthier, alive. That last word made me laugh into the chalice, spilling the content. One or two gazes accused me; the rest was too pissed to notice or care. When something was that tidy, it often meant trouble. Trickery. No one stopped to wonder what would happen when we got sober.

From where I was sitting, I could see outside. It was a warm, ugly afternoon, but no matter the hour or how vigorously Helios lashed his golden horses, the sky remained black, unrelenting. The sun lost its rightful place when the clouds turned into mud and murk, and now when I looked up, all I saw was her. Aphrodite. Most stars were a dim spark, but a particular group shone brighter, aligning to shape the heavenly face of a crying woman: the Constellation of Vengeance, symbol of Aphrodite’s apocalypse and monument to the supremacy of the Goddess of Love over every living and dead-ish things.

Staring at the stars scrambled my vision. Worms danced in my eyes. My hearing, unaffected by the intoxication, imbibed the heartbeats in the precincts. It was a smorgasbord of musical instruments, melody lost in the contest for dominance. I listened, scanning their tunes for a clue, a suggestion. Why did you bring me here, Aphrodite? To stomp and spit on me?

“Hello, Carys.” A girl knelt beside me, her heart a maudlin harp, touching my arm with a hesitant hand. What was her name? We trained together a few times. I broke her ankle once. Fuck, I couldn’t remember. “May I keep you company?”

No, Aphrodite, you sick bastard, you brought me here to mock me.

I pushed the girl aside and rushed to the balcony. Heat lacerated my throat. I bent over the balustrade, spilling my stomach’s contents onto the street.

“Carys? Are you okay? Talk to me!”

“Leave me alone!”

I shoved her with more force this time. A servant was passing by, and I pilfered another glass of wine... blood... As soon as I finished drinking, the liquid revolted, and I vomited all over again.

“You!” I pointed my finger at Aphrodite’s face. “It’s all your fault, and you just stay there, fooling all those simple-minded fuckers with your crocodile’s tear!”

“Carys, please, keep your voice—”

“Touch me again, and I’ll rip your heart out!” The woman staggered back, merging with the growing audience. “The same I’ll do to you. I’ll rip your fucking heart out and eat it, do you hear me? APHRODITE!”

My shout echoed around the mansion. I drank more, vomited more. I wasn’t sure if I said anything else in-between. My senses, embarrassed on my behalf, were leaving me. A dull throbbing at the back of my mind reminded me of the woman. She was still there, always there, and even after the darkness consumed me, I could still hear her heartbeat.

Until it disappeared for good.

A knock resounded on the walls, shooting pain through my skull. Morning, then. Eos loved to shower me with her affectionate welcomes. Through bloodshot eyes, I discovered myself alone in a lent bedroom. I threw my overcoat over my shivering body and waded to the door.

Dariela and two other Priestesses were waiting on the other side. When the first person you see in the morning is the crone, you can steel yourself for a miserable day ahead. The younger duo carried blades, pistols, and faces like a wet weekend. I wanted to laugh at how pathetic they looked, but my head was hammering like Hephaestus’ bitch, striking more insistently when I tried to remember last night’s events.

“What’s occurrin’?” I asked instead.

“Are you feeling any pain, Carys? A touch of sadness, perhaps?” Dariela replied. It took me a few moments to process the question. Was she worried about my well-being? No bloody way.

“Can’t a girl, like, enjoy her hangover in peace?” I was hanging, but I hoped my staging was convincing.

My swollen eyes registered one of the Priestesses gripping the hilt of her short sword. Before I could react, she leapt. The next I knew, her blade was inside me, lodged between my ribs.

Painful as the stab had been, the girl committed a grave mistake: she didn’t finish me. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her towards me, smashing her nose with a headbutt. Pain flared across my chest as the sword rasped my ribs and perforated my parietal pleura. Blood flooded my mouth, but I had no time to worry about it. Leaving the blade stuck, I grabbed my sister by the hair and slammed her head against the door frame once, twice, three times.

A red mask covered her face. Still, I recognised her treacherous mug, and as she toppled to the ground, I fell on top of her, my breaths short and agonising. When she tried to hold me back, I punched her, banging her skull against the stones. After that, she surrendered to the blows plummeting on her squidgy skin, grinding every bone underneath. Her teeth lacerated my knuckles. In the communion of our blood, I watched glimpses of the past, of how Dariela had brought her here to challenge me, check if my soul was clean. Another victim of our mentor’s sick games. Instead of calling a truce, I punched her harder, hoping it would at least bruise Dariela’s ego.

Scraps of fat clung to my mangled hand. A chunk of her zygomatic bone had penetrated my left palm. The amorphous form below me wheezed in a terrible perseverance that only immortals could suffer. Before my skin turned blue, I yanked the short sword from my bones and plunged it into my sister’s heart. Soft flesh relented, and finally, she stopped writhing.

As soon as the blade left my body, my lungs heaved a sigh of relief. White blood cells rushed to repair the damage. Red cells delivered fresh air to my tissues, and endorphins flooded me in a futile attempt to make me feel better.

“Take her away,” Dariela’s voice was more piercing than the bone impaled on my palm. “When she awakes, send her to me. Her training leaves a lot to be desired.”

The other Priestess stood still, not daring to approach her fallen sister until I backed off. As I got to my feet, I saw what Dariela carried on the hand she had been hiding behind her back—a head. Blood dripped from the recent cut, so neat and clean that only Dariela’s dreaded longsword could’ve performed it. Personal business. I took in the poor dab’s features. Dulled by the numbing healing effects, it took me a minute to realise that they belonged to the girl who had tried to take me to bed last night.

“Inviting me to a rugby match?” I asked, not caring to hide my scorn.

But it backfired as the pieces came together. The girl, now resting between Dariela’s wrinkled fingers, was an Obsessive Soul. She, a Priestess whose oath was to defend Love’s nobility, had become smitten with someone who could not reciprocate the divine feeling. The girl, I concluded, was a virgin in both senses. Chaste souls were always more naïve and prone to madness, but... me?

At least she would not come back.

Dariela watched as the minutes progressed and the vestiges of violence disappeared, leaving the putrid smell of gore and failure. She turned to go, the beheaded face staring at me.

“What was her name?” I asked.

Dariela glanced over her shoulder and grinned. She went away, following the mournful younger Priestess, without answering. For three years, the girl had trained to be accepted as a servant of Aphrodite. But, at some point, she fell head over heels for me. Unable to control her obsession, she paid the ultimate price.

And I didn’t even know her name.


Part I — The Priestess


Violent Delights have Violent Ends

A bell tolled at the precise moment Psyche shoved my stray soul back into my corpse. My eyes opened, searing even in the poor light. At least I didn’t scream this time. And the bell rang and rang. Dramatic timing—what’s not to love about it?

Grimacing with every slow, agonising heartbeat, I crawled out of my temporary tomb. Grimy, crowded with spiderwebs and insect remains, reeking of horse dung. Not at all the worst place I had ever spent an imposed sleep. My shoulder was a ball of pain, my right foot dragged behind me. I coughed dust, my throat on fire, the stump of my tongue flapping wildly around my mouth. Blood bubbled from a grotesque wound on my arm.

“I’m soul-dead, not brain-dead, mate.”

Biology was a shrewd bastard. Drinking blood could serve many roles: cure, punish, foreplay. But to drink from your own veins? Downing a barrel of acid would be more appetising.

Knowing that no kind soul would bring me a bottle of wine, I shook my bones to make sure they were intact, then looked around at the shithole where I died.

Floor and walls tainted by dark-red memoirs of past skirmishes. A ring of columns sustained a crooked ceiling. An odour of wet fur prickled at my crooked nose. In the back stood the marble statue of a man with a voluminous beard and hair, and a two-pronged fork in his left hand. The three-headed hound that should’ve been at his feet had been kidnapped. Dew, dew! The long-abandoned temple of Hades. How artistic!

I found my imaginative killer collapsed over the staircase not twenty feet away. The capital of a crumpled column had partially sawed his waist off. Bones lay exposed where his own blood had corroded the flesh on his left leg.

“Someone hit you hard, huh?” I laughed at the recollection of the last hours.

Frustration marred my amusement. I killed him; he repaid the favour. I revived; he did not. Emptiness coiled around me like one of Hades’ serpents. The contract was legitimate.

“How does a prat like you get pacified?” He looked like an intelligent lad. Smart clothes—now in tatters—, a watch tucked in his pocket, cropped hair. But he was ugly as a Cyclops, and the dialogue with my dagger had actually improved his looks. I searched his tunic. No caricatures, notes on napkins, or stolen underwear. “Is it true that all you need is luck?”

His only treasure was a tiny tube with a Sienikian inscription. I didn’t need the translation to decipher its purpose. Disgust rose in my throat like bile. “You killed me with poison, you daft, yellow-bellied motherfucker!”

I kicked the knife out of his hand. A scratch with that old, rusted thing and I was done. A few drops of the poison remained; I sprayed them on the discoloured lips. Should a miracle interfere and bring him back, I’d have my revenge.

I retrieved my dagger from the floor, examining the blade. Dried blood shaded the iron, mangling my reflection. Better this way; the day had been bad enough without having to see myself in the mirror. I bowed to the Lord of the House before turning my back to him.

“Thank you for the hospitality, Polyxenos,” I shouted over my shoulder, dropping a bronze coin. Guessed he could use every penny. Gormless loners raided the temples of Hades in the first millennium post-Vengeance, hoping they could steal a ticket to the Elysium Fields or to the Asphodel Meadows—or to Tartarus. What was the difference? Escaping from this existence, reigned by Algea in the morning and Achlys in the night, was all that mattered.

I trod on the corpse’s spine on my way out. The bone bridge creaked under my heels, an empty threat to break and swallow me into the same abyss that sucked his soul. But I knew there was no escape.

Going down the staircase was torment on its own. My head danced over my shoulders. My feet tottered in every direction but the one I commanded them. Poison hangover was the worst.

I limped to fresh air, welcomed by the grimy sky, its unforgiving melancholy... and two moons? I blinked until the second moon fused into the first, dissolving the optical illusion. For a long time, my eyes kept to the celestial being with its intrusive shimmer; not out of admiration or yearning, but a constraining magnetic pull. I raised a hand to my chest, sensing a far-away vibration there. Applying pressure, the vibration got stronger, trying to spread. It was getting closer; a little more and I was sure I could touch—

“Fuck!”

My fingertips stung. I sucked on my thumb, glancing sideways to try and spot the sheephead who might be pranking me. Checking on my fingers, I found nothing charred or injured. Poison, mind tricks; was I Atë’s new target? Had I wronged Peitho’s mother by not being seductive enough in the last months ... years...?

As it happened whenever my thoughts wandered to divine matters, my eyes strayed to the most luminous point in the sky. Lady Aphrodite, always keeping an eye on me.

The tortured bell chimed once more (some powerful magic must keep this shit working), calling my attention back to the disintegrating temple. A cloth was wound around one of the lateral columns. A bride’s veil, impregnated with dust until it turned black.

My shoulders dropped. “The poison wasn’t for me.”

I toured the nearby houses, peeking inside looted and ruined rooms. Mice rushed past my feet. None of them carried a gnawed hand holding a velvet box.

“I was almost flattered I was,” I told the hasty rodents.

The poison had a nobler, more stupid mission. I first found the target not far from here, standing in the middle of a deactivated railway, impatient. He ran to Hades’ temple, where he hoped to put me off his scent and wait for his Twin. Then Romeo and Juliet would say their vows and kiss goodbye.

Did the other one carry rings featuring Aphrodite or Eros? By the groom’s looks, the article wouldn’t be cheap. Ruby, diamond, perhaps gold. It would keep me comfortable for some time. Treasure hunt? Not today. I needed my antidote.

Left and right, darkness propagated in an endless tunnel. Not a single firefly hovered around these parts. The Tunic was the smaller region of Haillikós, but you’d be surprised at how the ruling clans spread so thin, you wouldn’t catch a sniff of them unless there was a big festival with lots of meat and drink or an attempt at invading our land. The latter happened so often in the past—always running into the same, unrelenting opposition—that they decided it was cheaper to leave the place alone. The mad and the desperate were the only ones calling the countryside their home. I’d laugh if my throat wasn’t burning so damn much.

A pair of Thanatos’ beggars darted above me, already sniffing the free meal. I drew my pistol, charmed the projectile with blood, and fired. Bullet scraped feathers, and the bird hit the ground with a loud crack. I knelt beside it.

“Got anything for me, creadur?”

The vulture spasmed. Blood seeped from the bruise on its wings and the trauma in its head. My dagger opened the creature’s stomach, releasing it from its torment. Viscera, leftovers, bones; no ring.

Who had snitched on the Lovers? If someone was mucking about my place, they’d answer to me. Though considering how I found him, they hadn’t been particularly furtive.

“What is it like to live knowing your first death will also be the last?” Animals didn’t revive, but sometimes I thought the rule didn’t apply to those cursed birds. That one looked dead as a doornail, though.

Two and a half miles from the temple, a tavern offered shelter and food for the vagabonds, contracts for Priestesses—me—and occasional Hunters who came searching for local species. These fragile alliances ensured protection for the owner, but he didn’t fool around. A scarecrow on the porch reeked of dark magic. Rows of spikes fortified the house. If someone still had in their heart to attack, an arsenal would come up with the goods.

I pushed the swing door open. A crack in the darkness bathed me in golden light; a burst of laughter resonated like a high-spirited, drunken orchestra; the scent of wine and beer washed off the impurities from my lungs.

“Carys! I was afraid the Big Bad Wolf had eaten ya!”

The roisterer whose strident voice rose above the shouts of the poker players, the lamentation of the drunkards, and the minstrel’s voice, was Sullivan. After answering with my middle finger and suffering more of his scratchy laugh, I earned a glass. A fragile vessel, guardian of the red liquid that seduced my tired senses. Before surrendering to that innocent passion, I opened my hand above the bar.

“Oh, I knew the bawbag was up to no good!” Sullivan said, punching the bar for emphasis. Alert to that mix of satisfaction and anger, I raised my glass, avoiding a tragedy that would force me to take my frustration out on the rascal. He untied a bag of coins from his waist, pushing it in my direction. Satisfied with its weight, I guzzled my wine.

“Tell me, lassie.” Sullivan leaned on the bar, his ale breath getting too close for comfort. I resisted the urge to stab him since he refilled my empty goblet for free. “Did you find the Twin?”

“Not a shadow mun. And, like, why should I care? He’s dead, and somewhere in this forsaken kingdom, a second heart broke.”

The conviction in my half-lie convinced him. Meanwhile, I wallowed in the frustration of how I’d have liked to meet the Twin alive. I drew them in my imagination, but all the sketches seemed wrong.

Twins were never what you expected. You wove the excellent person from the figments of your dreams, and when you found them, they were nothing like you designed. Like you wished. Short instead of tall, wrong eye colour, crooked nose, weird laugh, too smart or too dumb. And despite all the manners with which reality warps your fantasy, they are far more perfect than you could have ever conceived.

At least that was the gibberish Lovers said.

“Well, enjoy!” Sullivan brought my diverging attention to the yellowed paper of the contract. Our scarlet signatures faded, leaving burnt marks. He discarded the useless parchment inside the furnace, filling the tavern with an agonising shriek. I returned to my wine, rejoicing in the taste of local grapes with a tinge of chocolate.

“Oh Carys, Carys, the most merciless Priestess

The most prestigious and wisest of terminators

Any trace of Love she annihilates

For against her, there’s no chance, not even the Creator!”

Sullivan and the drunkards on duty applauded. The bag in my pocket spat a bronze coin for the cheeky minstrel. They wore an indigo ruffled coat and a calla lily behind their ear, contriving a look of innocence and sweetness that was the downfall of many customers.

“Getting better, Darcy.”

“Ms Epistro’phia bach, having your dagger against my neck kindled the latent gift in my vocal cords!” Aye, I almost slit their throat when they called me Ms Epistro’phia for the first time. Sixty-seven years after I chose my epithet, I thought no one remembered it. But they did, ensuring I could never forget it either.

“Iechyd da,” I toasted to that along with Sullivan and his never-empty beer tankard.

Darcy shifted their attention to the poker players and started a song about fishers devoured by sea monsters, delighting in the men’s lack of intellect to decipher the mockery behind the verses. They were the minstrel who lasted the longest at the tavern. The others hadn’t been worth a sheep’s fart: one had been thrown to the hounds, another was kicked out with Sullivan’s shotgun in his arse, and the last one had his dick uprooted with heated tongs—courtesy of yours truly. Perhaps Darcy had indeed some talent.

“Say, have ya seen anything off ‘bout the moon lately?” Sullivan said as he washed a mug, trying to sound cool. His heart, beating in the same agitated cadence as Darcy’s violin, was less pragmatic.

“What gibberish have you been hearing now?”

“Ach, naught, just somethin’ about a Cleric.”

I stopped with the glass on my lips. If I took the sip, I’d choke. Instead, I put the glass back down. “No one has seen Moon Magic for donkey’s years. It’s pretty much earned legendary status. Stop feeding me your shit.”

He shrugged. “Just thought you should know.”

My nail scratched the glass. A blood mark in the shape of my lips stained the rim. If it were true... no, I would not go down this hole. Sullivan would be thinking of a contract. More gold than I could count. It would ruin his economies for a few days until his reputation soared as the man who delivered a Moon Cleric to the Order—even if the Priestess who got her hands dirty was not welcomed in said Order. Lover or not, it was not worth the risk.

The wine tasted bitter. Bloody poison.

“I want my room,” I said.

“Thought you were never going to ask,” a new voice surfaced from the shadows. The woman wore clothes like mine: corset, wool shirt, purple overcoat. An additional feature was that farcical high-crowned picture hat with laces hiding her chignon. My veins must’ve been clogged with poison to not have noted her before.

“I thought you were jailed in the Tiara.”

“I was.” Agnes shrugged. “But I haven’t lost my charm.”

“You look tidy, alright.”

She smiled. That was the second sign that things were not tidy. “About that room?”

A key dangled from Sullivan’s fat fingers. I yanked it from him before he had any imbecile ideas. In a ravenous swig, I finished my third glass.

Darcy and the players stopped to watch as Agnes took my hand and led me upstairs. Before we reached the second floor, her mouth possessed mine with a fervour that contradicted her soporific personality. Parted lips begged for my tongue. I obliged, tasting dust from the roads in her mouth. Luckily for her, the alcohol had purged the toxin on mine.

“May Aphrodite preserve us,” she prayed, breathless.

At the end of the corridor, the key had trouble finding the lock. The single-section room was cold and narrow, the floor hard and the mattress starched. Nothing quelled Agnes’ drive. She tossed her overcoat away, and I shredded her shirt with an urgency that mirrored hers. If she noticed, she didn’t care. Seized by a bestial furore, she consumed my flesh to prune weeds from her mind. And I could use some cleaning as well.

I shoved her onto the bed, rails protesting. Her arms snatched me, her legs fastened around my waist. Agnes was taller, her long limbs clumsily snaking around me as if devouring me. The bed trembled and grated. Agnes was delirious as if she had crossed the entire kingdom for this fuck. Below, Darcy gave up on singing and the game lost its appeal.

The night would be long and violent. But bereft of any affective connection beyond that healthy lasciviousness that nourished our primal desires. Because, in this world, Love had been killed, cremated in sacrifice. And some corpses are meant to stay dead.


Times of Woe Afford no Time to Woo

It was morning; I knew it despite the absence of sunlight. After years in that cyclical routine, the body adapted. Darkness smelled different in each period. A blend of mud, sulphur, and regret in the morning; toasted herbs, acid-set cheese, and rotten hope at night. From five in the morning to five in the afternoon, the air was lighter, the shadows brighter from the sun’s efforts to shine on the planet. And, more importantly: in the morning, my mood was more obnoxious.

“Morning,” Agnes said, groggy, not deigning to open her eyes. Brown, fuzzy hair formed a necklace around her breasts. I grunted in reply, making tweezers with my fingers to extract a hair strand from my throat.

Inside that room, our hearts were the conversationalists, and we eavesdropped on their exchange. Fine by me; I had nothing to hide. The mechanical acceleration of the libido wore away, and my chest was tranquil. In turn, Agnes’ shuddering breath ebbed. Her skin dropped from molten lava to warm sand.

“I’m glad you’re in one piece,” I said, sharpening my ears.

She flashed me a smile, accompanied by a lapse in her cardiac drum. Yes, Agnes was more level-headed, but her heart was a jack-in-the-box, playing a sweet melody until the jester popped out. As much as the idea of her running to the Tunic to fuck me was endearing, it was not the complete story. The sex she brought to our bed was a punishment, an entreaty for mercy. Most were like that, but it went against Agnes’ pitiful pursuit of turning pleasure into art.

I washed my legs, scrubbing the red crust off them. My head hurt, no longer because of the wine. Because of everything else. Fishing hooks framed my skull, tugging every time I dared to think. I soaped my face, finding little relief in the mud-stinking water. Dry blood stiffened my rat’s nest of red locks. Someday I’d give it proper attention. For now, I needed a drink.

“I’ll be back now in a minute.”

“Wait,” Agnes said the instant my hand reached for the doorknob. She patted the bed; a gesture that should’ve been enticing was anything but. “I need to tell you something.”

“You say this with those tits on full display.” My malicious remark yielded a glare. I puffed, flopping down onto the bed.

Thus began the spectacle I foresaw. Agnes kept turning the crank on her heart, delaying the inevitable. It was dangerous to cultivate distorted emotions, but in a world where they’d burn you at the stake at the slightest mention of sentimentalism, there was little choice but to suffocate in your own horrors.

“Anything to do with the gig in the Tiara?” I asked when I found fear to be the cause of her silence.

“The gig was easy. I arrived and left in a week. Usual dandies that spend their life in a castle dreaming of virgin princesses. There was the beginning of an uproar, but no one wants to mess with the Order.” Agnes withdrew a blood-stained coin from her pocket. Old blood, at least a month, but I could still sniff the greed emanating from the blue-blooded koalas. “On my way back, something happened.”

She took her spear from the floor and unsheathed it. The sharp curvature gleamed in invitation.

“Is this really necessary?” Not how I wanted to begin my day after yesterday’s nuisances.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Agnes propped the blade against her palm, then with a gentleness that contradicted the act, opened a rift. She handed me the spear, and I repeated the ritual. My wound began to cicatrise; Agnes’ did not. Before the healing advanced, we joined our hands. A splash reverberated when our blood flow mingled, memories leaking from her body into mine, prickling my veins like needles. It wasn’t pain, it was worse; an itch you cannot get rid of because the more you scratch, the stronger the ants bit.

An enormous city crowded with merchants, buyers, and everyone else in-between materialised like stage props made of red and white blood cells.

“Fulfilling the contract rewarded me with a fat purse. You know how much I favour the Belt. Thermal baths, dance festivals, marble brothels, the spectacle of flying lights,” Agnes narrated, an overworked and sad voice over. “I decided to spend some time there, visit old friends, see how the temples of our siblings were faring. Allow me a bit of fun for a change.” It wasn’t a change when you sought fun at every opportunity. “Everything was going in agreement with my selfish plans. Oh, those wonderful days! They ended when I received a call from Maud. I suppose you remember her?”

“Aye, killed her once.” Not my fault she was dumb to the point of letting people draw a target on her head. The shot to her mouth left a horrible scar, proving that her snitch wasn’t all wrong. In the dark, it looked like the left region of her lips had been whipped away.

“She hasn’t forgotten that. Anyway, Maud told me someone wished to speak with me. I tried to extract more information, but your bullet must’ve left more than a scar. And Carys, you know that curiosity is my biggest sin, so she defeated me in this battle of interests.

“Maud took me across lanes and alleys, all dark and scabby, reminding me that every pearl carries impurity inside its shell. The stench of rotten flesh, misconceived semen, shards of broken hearts... I do not think it exists a place in the Tunic as awful as that underworld.”

“It exists,” I said, scrunching my innocent nose to protect it against the foul emanation crossing space-time. As unpleasant as it was, something worse bothered me, a shiver clawing at my legs, underneath my trousers.

“I do not want to visit it. Because Carys, I admit, for your ears only, that fear possessed me.” Her dread filled my mouth like sewage. It was vexing yet refreshing to taste it.

“In the end, I discovered that my fear had solid, albeit misguided foundations,” she continued. “We entered an ancient temple, covered by dust and sand, columns kept in their places by cobwebs, forgotten by believers and pontiffs alike.” Sand particles swirled around me, trying to bury me along with the neglected place. A group of mummy-like bodies stood apart from each other. “There were half a dozen people in there. Plebeians, no one I knew, no one that mattered. Except one.”

My heart did a diabolical somersault. I palpated my chest, shushing it. It was the turning point of the story. When the Gods tire of their favourite or the hero makes a grave, irreversible mistake; the moment you realise it will not have a happy ending.

“Her aura, Carys! I can only describe it as irresistible. For all the Gods, I saw Atropos pointing her scissor at me, but no matter how hard I tried, I could not ignore her calling. She looked young, but the wisdom of ancient tomes lay locked behind her deep-brown eyes. And her hair, Carys. Silver! I could scarcely believe my eyes!”

“Travellers, from far away,” I heard Maud saying. The crooked mouth gave her voice a funny nasal twang.

“Everything in me screamed to leave. Run. I clutched the pink quartz in my pocket, praying for guidance. But down there, the ringing of the bells was a murmur. No one spoke, and the voices of the city did not reach us. My heart, afraid of corrupting the religious silence, sometimes stopped. Maud was the one to keep alight the flame of dialogue, and she never got too close to the outsiders in fear of burning them.”

“Lemme guess.” I withdrew my hand from the haemic theatre that edged too damn close on the cheesy. My harsh retreat startled Agnes, but she was equally relieved to unbind herself from her shameful memories. “They asked you to take the rare bird from one place to another. She’s in your trunk as we speak?”

In the absence of wine, Agnes gargled with water from the sink. She paced the room. My hands itched to strangle her so she would pipe the fuck down. I curled my fingers around the bedhead, its posts cold as a prison cell.

“You are right, to an extent,” she answered. “Part of the job is a delivery. They asked me to take the girl from here to the middle of the sea. Apparently, there’s a hidden island, but I did not look at the map.”

“Cross the sea for a cargo? The maid’s a princess or somethin’?” Agnes halted, glancing at me with sharp, red eyes. “Coc y gath...”

“I do not know who she is, but someone wants her very much. She is the daughter of a couple living exiled on this supposed island, fenced off by kilometres of ocean and, as far as I can tell, sorcery. They love each other and they love her.”

“Oh!” A smile crept on my lips. “The first part of the job is to deliver the lass to her parents, and the second part is to pacify the parents. I used this strategy before.”

“The second part is to ignore the parents. Deliver the girl, sail back home, and pretend nothing happened.”

My throat exploded with laughter. A torch was lit downstairs, piercing the wood floor and the bed with fire pikes. Warm tears trickled down my eyes; it had been years since I last heard such a splendid joke!

“Fifteen thousand gold coins to turn a blind eye,” Agnes hushed me. “More thirty-five thousand for the girl. And then never need to work again.”

The light irritated me. I stamped my foot, and the fire was extinguished. The shadows that morning were not homely, but dense and spiky. Ragged curtains waved like a stalking predator. I abhorred my heart when it stumbled upon its own steps.

“Is Maud looking for a partner?” I asked.

“Maud didn’t take the job. She’s a mole, a sad excuse for a Priestess, you know that.”

“Did you take the job?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I had.”

“Why not, if the reward’s so splendid? What’s the catch about this fabulous gig that no one wants it? Not dodgy at all, aye?”

“Because!” Agnes shouted, interrupting my accusations. She closed her eyes, lowering her voice. “Because that girl represents things that were and can no longer be.”

The whispered confession whipped her naked back. Heavy breathing formed clouds of dread. Legs trembled. Her hand’s healing, interrupted by the exchange, had just restarted its work. Agnes lowered herself to the bed. I could unsheathe my dagger right there, behead her exposed neck, slightly inclined as if praying for mercy. Most Priestesses would do it. But I was never like them.

“We are always competing for the title of best Priestess when we both know it is you,” she said, her voice echoing her heart’s fragility. “I will never have your dexterity, your abnegation, your spirit. You gaze at the sky and the cosmic void tickles you; for me, it awakens tears. You stare at the darkness and the darkness averts its eyes. Do you want the naked truth? I would not survive this quest.”

Agnes offered the last drops of her wound; I refused it with a slap. I piously believed in her account. Her sentiments aggrieved me more than the poison from last night, threw salt over the wounds of my nine deaths. My purse was ajar inside my overcoat’s pocket; the coins’ radiance was revolting. Did you hear it, Carys? Never have to work again. Just lie down and rot.

The artefact was so common that only then I noticed Aphrodite’s statue hanging over the bed, her loving eyes judging those who lay there, feeding on their sacred sweat, their venereal blood.

“What did you tell Maud?”

Agnes collected her courage to look at me. For a second, she seemed indecisive about involving me further. “I said I would not accept the job but knew someone who could take my place. She gave me two weeks. Should I find the person, I would send her a letter.”

As much as Agnes tried to hide it, I uncovered her true intentions. May Charon carry Maud to the depths of Tartarus! The essential was to ensure a lift for the silver-haired girl. I ventured to say that not even the coins mattered to her, for she had not asked for a single share of the obscene sum. The gold was all mine as long as I delivered the girl safe and sound. As long as I spat on Aphrodite’s commandments and allowed her Love to flourish. Like I did many times before. But Agnes did not know that. No one did.

Beneath her idealistic aspirations, Agnes was gifted with a sanguinary, armoured heart. But even the thickest walls had flaws, and the Supreme Goddess with her sardonic games would poke, warp and, if you let her, violate those imperfections. Agnes frustrated the checkmate. She discovered the fissure and was fixing it.

For that, she would suffer. Chandeliers would burn her eyes, sleep evade her, wine taste like ashes. In every kill, she would picture me or the girl in the face of her target. But she could overcome temptation. I could ensure she evaded Aphrodite’s Love and lived her life to the fullest for another hundred years.

“Alright,” I said. “Write the letter.”


At the Bottom of her Heart, she was Waiting for Something to Happen

Agnes wrote the letter, of which I saw only her aristocratic handwriting. The content, dictated by the diligent whispers of her heart, did little to excite me. Psithyristes. That was the epithet she adopted. Whispering. The inspiration came from her preference to pacify with swift, silent strikes, a cordiality that would cause a millisecond of pain to the convicted soul before the serenity of the afterlife soothed them. That was the tale she told to comfort herself, at least. Honourable and lovely until you realise that whispers are louder than shouts; more tormenting than a hundred lions stalking you in a dark forest.

She sealed the envelope with a black, cheap, inconspicuous stamp. Her paranoia was such that she confided the letter to the horseman who brought her here instead of to Hermes’ Messengers. The horse’s hooves echoed in my head long after the dynamic duo disappeared on the horizon.

We didn’t talk much after that. The entire region was holding its breath. Spectres haunted the tavern as if Underworld processions paraded around the borough every hour. Sullivan kept his shotgun close, although bullets would be of little consequence if we were indeed visited by Hades’ hordes. Darcy unrolled their scroll of dirges; a woman cried, and a human skeleton finished dying on the chair near the window. Skint players gave up on matches earlier. In a three-day period, only a tatty man stinking of burned meat with coins for a pint and a night of lodging knocked on the door.

“Blasted Hunters came in a pack and chased everyone out of the slum, searching for some rotten Priestess that broke a contract. Set everyone and everything on fire, they did. I tell ya, bastards think the land is theirs. Wish they could kill each other—really kill each other—and put an end to this bedlam!” the derelict bod said. His eyes went wide when he noticed my purple overcoat. “Not all of them are wicked, of course. I have a deep respect for the Creator!”

“Liar,” I hissed.

Sweat dampened his sideboards. He gagged on his beer. My chair scraped when I stood up, and the man ran as if he was ablaze again.

“Damn it,” Sullivan cursed between his teeth. “That coin would’ve come in handy after your contract.”

“Not my fault your clients are all cachu iar.”

I shouldered the door on my leave. The running man glanced over his shoulders. Clumsy legs, veins protruding on his forehead, his terrified heart pumping warm, appetising blood. I was bored, but not enough to lower myself to the Hunters’ level. They were the ones who liked playing cat and mouse. Fucking animals.

I followed his footprints in the mud until they disappeared on the gravel lane. I slumped down on a stone bench, dropping my head and closing my eyes, listening to the carp swimming on the lake at my back.

Water tranquillised my mind when nothing else could. Stuck-up Priestesses liked to say they felt Aphrodite everywhere, that her fragrance—whatever it meant—pervaded all existence. Aphrodite banished Love from the world because mortals forgot Its meaning, now they wanted me to believe she was everywhere to be found? Horseshit. Water was my sanctuary, the place where I felt closer to my Goddess—just don’t ask me to drink it.

I didn’t know who was the benevolent soul that insisted on feeding the carp. It seemed so much trouble for creatures that spend all day roaming around a small square, their mouths stupidly opening and closing, waiting for the fishhook. I turned to the lake, a finger sailing across the surface.

“Don’t mind me, fish. I’m just a ship carrying my cargo.” If only the ocean were as trivial as that lake.

Most of the day I spent outside. Lying down on stone benches or grassy mounds; slobbing around deserted castles and fortresses from before the Vengeance, landmarks promoted as magical and mysterious to encourage tourism. Envious leaders spread the myth that the Tunic was a region of corruption and depravity. The truth was much simpler: the southern region served as the entry point for the Énotachen tribes during their conquest. While up north their armies met the opposition that would eventually defeat them, many warriors settled in the Tunic and built homes, families. To this day, the Énotachen influence was strong below the Belt. And the Hailliken hated it.

More refugees from the barn passed through the area, none of them risking the tavern. One was rescued by a spectre, their black veil waggling behind them like a tail of smoke. A druid from the clans. Recruiting stray dogs, now?

I hoped a Hunter would track them here.

I wondered, as I strolled ling di long around the Fox Gardens with the scent of banana and lemon trees teasing my nostrils, who was the oath-breaker Priestess. It was rare to see the Order soldiering in the Tunic, let alone cocking-up a gig. Shit like this stunk of Chanté. If the doll even had the guts to cross the Sceptre’s frontier.

“But if they’re making a fuss in our neck of the woods, I’ll have to do something about it,” I told a lemon before squishing it between my teeth.

Criticise the Tunic all you want, but no other place boasted such a clear sky. You could even see violet rings embroidering the clouds as the sun tried to defeat the shadows and show his gilded face to the stranded immortals. Day after day he was defeated, but it was amusing to watch the ethereal battle, a reminder that mortals were not the only idiots who insisted on a lost cause.

Darkness did not scare me, Agnes was right, although her reasoning was flawed. Nyx’s shawl, woven from chaos and stardust, was a shelter against the biting cold, inside where the accusatory heavenly gaze could not find me, and thoughts roamed in their wicked cycle. Occasionally, I could even find comfort in its heaviness.

At night, when the air became tar, I went back inside the tavern for another bout of alcohol and venereal escapades.

Agnes never fucked during the day, but at night, like a wide-eyed owl, her libido soared to Olympus. After the first night, I zoned out. Became a cold corpse for her to claw, suck, reap blood. Agnes didn’t complain, probably didn’t even notice I wasn’t moving. Better to pour her wanton thoughts on me, who’d never return her throbbing needs, than to nourish them and do something regrettable when I left.

When I left... The anticipation of watching the horse riding away with the letter atrophied, leaving me as a carcass of apathy. I swore I wouldn’t take transporting or escorting gigs any more. Bide permanently in the Tunic had been working fine, and now I couldn’t wait to leave everything behind.

The streets were empty and grey, the purple moon stretching over the clouds like a hideous bruise. I perambulated, searching for details I might’ve missed in dilapidated buildings, on staggering roads, in large patches of trampled land. Hunting the vultures no longer made sense. The prospect of a chunk of gold or a precious diamond sounded like the aspirations of a beggar when compared to the sum of my gig. Sullivan didn’t have more contracts for me either.

“You killed half the southerners, and once they revived, they fled,” he said. He wasn’t completely wrong.

“I think I’m like, gonna kill myself this afternoon.”

“What for? You’ll be back in three hours.”

“Regrettably.”

“Our lovely hall could use a cleaning.” After the fiasco with the refugee, two merchants had stopped by to replenish their trucks, so he was in a good mood. I had no patience for it.

There was one person I could visit. A person more feared than I, though she never hurt a fly. In the Greenbelt, amidst willow groves, stood a house of dark bricks, its brute façade out of place as if Gaia had had indigestion and spat it out. Even I couldn’t help shuddering when the brass knocker dropped, awakening a gust of wind that made the willows weep.

The door opened with a drawn-out swing. Many who reached this stage lost their nerve at the sight of their ghastly host. I was proud to say I never did, though I always offered a prayer to the chthonic Gods as a precaution.

“Carys Epistro’phia. Welcome to the House of Hades.”

Rosenwyn Nekrodegmôn retreated into the house, the long train of her ebony dress slithering behind her like a snake, as silent as her bare feet. I closed the door behind me, taking a moment to adapt to the cypress-scented atmosphere. The thick carpet muffled the clicking of my heels; still, I did my best not to disturb the shadows that clung to the corners like little monkeys.

“Blackcurrant tea?” Rosenwyn asked.

“I don’t suppose you bought a bottle of wine for me?”

“I am afraid I did not.”

She was already pouring the thick liquid into two goblets. I sat in one of the two armchairs placed around the fireplace, its flames burning blue as they absorbed the light emanating from the tapestry on the walls. Masterful embroidery depicted the diverse landscapes of the Underworld. I was in a cosy clearing in Elysium. A place I’d never see with my own two eyes.

“There was a contract two days ago,” I told her. “I pacified a bloke at the old Hades temple. I couldn’t find his Twin.”

Rosenwyn passed me a goblet and eased herself into the second armchair. The dress pooled around her feet, making it seem like she floated in a tempestuous cloud. The blue flames surrounded her like an aura, but the light recoiled from the little of grey skin her dress left exposed, never illuminating it.

“I sensed him.”

“Oh,” I said, sipping from the tea, pretending it was wine, waiting to see if Rosenwyn would comment. She never did. “Have you found them both?”

“I have.”

“Have you cremated them?”

“Their ashes are cooling on the pyre, should you wish to pay your respects.”

“No. No, it’s okay. Just... was the Twin already dead when you found them?”

“Irreversibly so.”

Damn her! She wouldn’t give me the details she knew I craved because she also knew I wouldn’t ask.

“Do they have family?”

“No one has come forward yet.”

I took another sip of the tea, looked around the room. There were no candles, and the windows were closed, yet the place always had that crisp air. No wonder everyone who entered the house left it with their spirits lighter despite the reasons, none of them cheerful, that brought them to the Emissary of Hades.

“Carys Epistro’phia, do you allow me to pose you a question?”

Our conferences were marked by that friendly formality like a play in which the author wrote most of the scenes but left gaps for the actors to improvise. She always asked, and I always gave her permission, even though I was bound to regret it.

“I guess you earned the right.”

“Your last stay in the No-Realm was longer than in previous occurrences. Why is that?”

No matter how much blackcurrant tea I drank, I could not swallow the lump in my throat. No-Realm, the place between life and death where not even the Lord of the Dead had access. But the Emissaries forged a spiritual connection with the local souls. They knew whenever one went away and whenever one returned.

“It was poison,” I answered.

Rosenwyn’s features were a blank page. Her heart betrayed nothing because her heart did not beat. I only knew my answer did not convince her because it did not convince me. But that was all right. Her question was not aimed at satiating a personal curiosity.

I promised her I’d pray for the pacified souls. We said our goodbyes, and the way Rosenwyn lingered on the door gave our departure an odd sense of finality.

What did Agnes do in that room all day? Scent of blood escaped through the crack under the door. Leeches? I’d do a better job. But I also detected the odour of ink and knew she was writing in her journal in case her life took a tragic turn. I dismissed the idea of knocking, leaving our interactions restricted to carnal terms.

My oldest friend, the beach four miles from the tavern, failed to provide comfort. In hindsight, visiting the place that would most remind me of the upcoming contract was quite dumb. The Forgotten Sea seemed bigger and its waves burlier. Red-streaked water intersected with purple foam to sustain the theory that the Tunic was one of the first places to suffer the Vengeance and nothing on that soil could be restored or exploited—if only the superstitious knew how much contraband those sands saw every month... or how many corpses.

Bare feet gliding on the golden sand, I walked a long stretch collecting some pebbles, kicking others. A trio of wild ponies sauntered along the treelines. Under a typical afternoon drizzle, I competed against myself to see how far the pebbles could bounce before sinking. They went rather far, but none of them had the wind to cross the ocean. If I swam, would I succeed? Unlikely. My penultimate death was by drowning. Not an experience I was eager to replicate.

I flopped down and buried my toes in the sand. Waves advanced into dry land, fanning me with their cold, wet breath. I inhaled and exhaled. Inhaled and exhaled. My heart refused to relax.

Undulations far into the Forgotten Sea drew my attention. Squinting my eyes, I noticed rounded, sleek forms surfing, heads like blotches of ink above the surface. Seals. A narked giggle escaped me.

As promised, I prayed for the departed souls. Time passed without me being aware of it. A strange sort of order settled within me. It was not peace in its entirety. Rather, it was like when mam Ellis made me a cup of ginger tea with milk and orange, and after I drank it, no matter what bad feelings were gnawing my young brain, a truce was called.

It was then that I noticed a sparkle in the sand. It seemed quite small, but as I reached for it, my fingers curled around a bigger, porous structure. As when stormy waves crash against a mountain ten times its size but still make it tremble, so my heart pounded inside my chest when I collected the gift of the deep sea.

Half of an oyster shell, its insides soft and lustrous where the pearl, now lost, dwelled. I roamed its contours with my fingers, mesmerised by the perfect, if incomplete, shape. There used to be oyster beds in the region, but they had not been seen in decades. Seashells were not as common as they once were. My collection had not seen a new piece in months.

Verses bobbed in the sea of my thoughts like oceanic debris from a long-forgotten shipwreck. I glanced around—but not at the sky, I would not dare—, making sure there was no one spying on me but the seals. Bringing the empty shell near my lips, I whispered the poem written by a pre-Vengeance author:

I will my heavy story tell

Till my own words, re-echoing, shall send

Their sadness through a hollow, pearly heart;

And my own tale again for me shall sing,

And my own whispering words be comforting,

And lo! my ancient burden may depart.

Stowing the shell in my pocket, I stepped inside my boots and left the beach.

Boredom steered me down the coastline until, at a sharp curve, I turned on a suspicious entrance bedimmed by gnarled twigs and barbed bushes. My heels dipped into the swampy road courtesy of last week’s tempest. At the end of that tunnel resided a shack made of wood and reinforced with chipped stone. Rain dragged balls of leaves and dirt to the neighbourhood. A perfect still life landscape.

Home sweet home.

At least three weeks had gone by since my last stay. The stench was recriminating. The door creaked open to a living room with a cabinet, a couch, and a workbench with tools to sharpen my dagger, craft ammunition, and mend my clothes. The second and last room was smaller, packed with a bed, a chair, a bookshelf, and an altar for Aphrodite decorated with a handmade statuette (I was proud of my first and only work with plaster), melted remains of a red candle, a pristine shell I found years ago on that same shore, and a black apple near where no vermin dared to come.

Uncertain if I should replace the shell with my newest and proudest discovery, I decided to keep the oyster. Fulfilling the contract would take me at least one month, plus another to return. I was not ready to depart from the treasure washed ashore to me.

I slid my fingers over the book bindings until they stopped on a bundle of thin envelopes. Fifty years of written communication. It should’ve been more than those thirty letters, but... at least I had those, I told myself. At least my mamau had answered.

Instead of torturing myself by re-reading them, I grabbed my copy of Macbeth and crashed down on the bed, ignoring the fierce protests from the rusted metal. That mattress had never seen pleasure. Those walls had greeted not a single guest. Agnes knew where the house was, but she had never been here. It was a haven where I could spend my days dead and buried to the world and its insufferable inhabitants.

But not even my personal black hole killed my saturated time. I hoped that the pong of mould would awaken my brain, or that some book would distract me, but no matter the story, I kept losing myself between the lines. Had the messenger survived the bandits and found the contractors? A good horse, carrying only his rider’s weight, would make the trip from the Tunic to the Belt, without a second of rest, in one day. Another day to return. He should be back by now. I punched the wall, imagining it was Maud’s mug.

All the wine from Dionysus’ bottomless kantharos would not appease me. Resigned, I went back to the tavern, for if someone came looking for me, no one would find my carcass.

The tavern was exactly as I left it. Around it, the vultures had disbanded, and the fish secluded in their submarine caves.

Then something finally happened. My nose noticed the stink of wet fur before my eyes found him. Sneaky footsteps staked the same road taken by the slum’s refugees. I crouched in the shadows, invoking Heart Magic to conceal my presence. Blood saturated my pupils, illuminating the world in shades of red. The Hunter was an incandescent raspberry.

Swaggering on the balls of his feet, the dwt cat approached the tavern, confident that he had his prey cornered. His black, fur-hemmed coat was unbuttoned, flaunting a grey tunic with scarlet strips resembling claw marks. Enhanced senses warned him of danger, but as much as he looked and sniffed and licked the air, his adrenaline-addicted heart didn’t detect the threat. He wasn’t a panther like his colours and behaviour suggested; he was a fox, eating until his belly was full and then asking for more.

The Hunter reached the tavern’s door and raised his hand. A bullet knocked on his back. He staggered away, clutching his belly. The blood on his palm wasn’t as terrifying as the feeling of a leaking large intestine.

Now that the threat revealed itself, the Hunter found me. His pupils thinned and his claws extended. He pointed a spiky index finger at me.

“Treacherous harlot! I’ll rip your heart out and make you watch as I eat it!”

“Aw, kitty’s mad? Wanna play with ball, kitty? Catch!”

My second shot, as expected, missed the target. The Hunter charged at me on all fours, the panther’s strength and speed evident in the twitches of his muscles, even if the graciousness of the animal was lost thanks the bullet stuck in his stomach. It also made it all the easier for me to escape his paws with a pirouette. I finished my acrobatic with a blooter to his back. My bladed heel drilled into his flesh, slashing a neurovascular bundle.

The Hunter tried to hit me with his hinder legs, but a sudden and sharp pain in his chest made him topple.

“Circe’s spawn! Fight like a—”

I sliced his lips with another stylish kick. He resisted the instinct to protect his mangled face and lunged forward, thrusting his claws into my stomach. He smiled with his crooked mouth, but when his eyes found mine, his sweet vengeance soured. Winking at him, I snapped my fingers.

The blood that was pooled around his pleural cavity expanded into his lungs, his liver, coated his bones and muscles, condensing into ropes. Whistling a tune, I calmly extracted his filthy claws from inside me. His roar trembled the streets, loud with the exasperation at not being able to move.

“Comfy there, mate?”

His nostrils flared, obliged to inhale his own blood. Realising his mouth still worked, the Hunter fired a string of caterwauling, jumbled curses. I poked his nose, and his mandible snapped when he bit the air where my finger had been.

“Oh, ya naughty cat!”

“Bacon! Bacon!” the Hunter cried, his lower jaw shaking, threatening to collapse. Probably a series of Treason! Treason! intermingled with more curses. “The Order shall have your heart!” That was unmistakable, and so was the searing rage erupting in my chest.

And like a volcano, the frontal part of the Hunter’s body exploded. Acidic blood lashed down on us, and our audience rushed back into the tavern. Bones trapped organs so they would not fall out of the crater, my magic the only thing keeping the Hunter from fainting.

“The Order?” I plunged my fist into his stomach. His voice withered to an injured meow. “Didn’t you get the memo?” I grabbed the end of his small intestine. “Carys Epistro’phia is no longer part of the fucking Order!”

I yanked half of his intestine outside his body. He fell face-first, and I dragged him across the stones, his blood leaving an incandescent trail. Darcy, who had been making notes, threw up.

“You come into my territory, destroy and loot my land, and don’t even know my fucking name?”

Dark skin turned milky. Eyes lost their focus as the mind wandered somewhere less despairing. I lugged him to the nearest lamppost, the metal bent and curved like a hangman’s hand.

“They told you there was no rule in this place? You with me, mate? May this enlighten your worm’s brain.”

The scarlet pool beneath the Hunter bubbled. His treacherous blood levitated him, and a part of himself, still alert to something more than crude pain, huffed an indignant prayer to the Deershooter.

I swung the viscera across the lamppost, hanging the Hunter by the stomach. Not wanting to leave loose ends, I grabbed the end of the viscous rope and wound it around his neck. We locked eyes. There was a breakpoint when, after enduring so much pain, you became numb to it. The Hunter had transcended that line. A single feeling remained: hate. He hated me with a passion, and he knew he couldn’t do shit about it unless his Goddess intervened. Not now, not when he untangled himself from his own entrails. The beast had been bested.

I broke his neck with a tug at my improvised rope.

His arms went limp. His legs twitched for minutes before they tired. Regeneration would be a slow, humiliating process—the curse on his blood would make sure of that. Suspended by bloody strings, the Hunter looked like a broken marionette.

Sullivan applauded. “Quite a spectacle by our favourite starlet! Now, who needs a pick-me-up?”

The customers hurried once again to the bar to wash the bitter taste from their throats, Darcy leading them. There would be no singing tonight. I was fine with silence. I was full of energy, electric to the point of vexation.

“And all thanks to you, butt!” I patted the Hunter’s shoulders before joining the folks.

With wine loud in my ears, inspiration came from the bottom of the bottle, and I tackled a challenge.

My hair reached my shoulder blades, a lighter shade of red at the top and darkening as it cascaded down in its uneven pattern. After a restorative bath, the dagger trimmed the excess and sliced the knots that would be too much trouble for a brush, giving my shaggy mane more choppy ends. The threads, delivered from layers of filth, danced free when I shook my head.

She looked young, but the wisdom of ancient tomes lay locked behind her deep-brown eyes. Agnes’ words hit me when I stared at my clean face in the foggy mirror.

Many mistook me for a helpless, innocent girl. A few laughed when they saw my dagger and my pistol. Of those, I took pity—I opened a second smile, larger and redder, on their necks, and abandoned their bodies to be dined by the vilest creatures of the Underworld. Others, however, succumbed to the lowest improbity of human nature. Tried to put me on my knees, far from interested in prayers. Oh, I took my sweet time with those. The work was slow, lasting for days. Each hacked piece, each abducted organ, was an offering to the Supreme Goddess.

My reverence to the divine, I confessed, wasn’t exemplary. But in such times as when a pig profaned Love with such viciousness, a zealous devotion roused my soul, and I felt capable of accomplishing the greatest tasks, the most grotesque sacrifices, the purest penances, in name of the Goddess of Love. In those days of unrestrained religiosity, I promised my Lady to build a temple of flesh and bless it with the dirty blood which, through my hands, would be purified.

Alas, when the victim stopped breathing, so my enthusiasm expired. Aphrodite never punished me for breaking so many promises. I risked saying that she had a lovely time watching me punish the transgressors, and thus contented herself with my continuous servitude.

Fact was that I first died at twenty-one. Mam Arianell kept telling me to smile more. My ewythr joked that I had a face like an ox’s. “Beautiful” was not an adjective commonly used to refer to me: either people did not think so or other, less congratulatory attributes took precedence. My traits were always intrepid, severe... but I could not deny the puerility distorting my physiognomy. Since the loss of the soul’s virginity interrupts the deteriorating growth of the body, here I was, stuck in this eternal youth. A one hundred and thirty-eight-year old skeleton in a twenty-one-year-old body.

That didn’t bother me as much as the stupidity behind my eyes. Could this silver-haired girl possess the answers I had spent decades searching? No, obviously not! Stupid, stupid!

Five days after she sent the letter, Agnes grew tired of her misery and joined me to appreciate the expansion of nothing that surrounded us. She brought me a glass of wine, a gesture of difficult interpretation. She flopped down by my side with a sigh.

“What’re the chances of Maud screwing me over?” I spat my nagging doubt.

“Small. I doubt they have contacted many Priestesses for this job. Or any other clan.”

“They contacted Maud...”

“Hey.” Agnes squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t worry. They can’t stop you from signing a contract. And I mentioned your talents in the letter. They are lucky to have you for this mission.”

I snorted. That was an exotic contract that not many Priestesses would be eager to accept. Dariela would behead the contractors and the contracted Priestess if she found out about it. Still, fifty thousand gold coins were a feast that few would refuse, even those who trembled before Dariela, which certainly wasn’t my case.

We finished the wine and grabbed our weapons. Fighting against the Tiara’s scraggy figures rusted my bones, and training alone was a drag. To secure my coins, I needed to be in shape.

Agnes unhooked the spear on her back, a slender hickory shaft ending in a glossy, shining iron head. It was laudable how she kept it so clean after having mutilated, pierced, and stripped so many brains and hearts. Feigning indifference, Agnes spun her spear in a succession of hypnotising movements. I tore my gaze away; she would not win by making me dizzy.

I unsheathed my weapon of choice, which at first composed a pathetic image: a seven feet long spear challenging a ten-inch dagger for a duel.

“Surprise me, Ajax,” I taunted.

“Thought I had done it in bed,” Agnes tried to distract me. Poor dab never learned.

“Only made me pity you.”

Cruel, but it served my purposes. Agnes charged with more fury than required for training, the spear prepared for a scythe-like diagonal slash. Dropping to my knees, I slid below the steel point, grazing her exposed calf with my dagger as I passed by her. My opponent whimpered but reacted quick, bashing my back with the spear’s shaft, then using it as a pole to vault herself over me and scrape my cheek with the bloody blade.

We spat blood. We laughed. Then the exchanges recommenced, ever faster and more unpredictable. The spear gashed my belly; the dagger pierced her thigh. An indelicate kiss almost ripped my throat; a bear hug nearly cracked her spine.

Agnes’ wounds regenerated quicker, but not as quick as mine. She panted as the playful dagger licked the air dangerously close to her nose, forcing her to dance to my rhythm. Now and then, the blade grazed her arms to help her wise up. Anguish seeped along with her blood, expelling profane sentiments.

She found a gap to slice through my armpit. The dagger flew from my hands. I roared and pounced on her, throwing punches. In the end, we were rolling on the dusty ground, grappling, weapons lost. I came out on top, quashing Agnes’ neck against the ground, a raised fist ready to break her teeth.

“You’re ready for the mission,” she choked out, savouring the blood on her cracked lips.

The distant sound of hooves snapped me back. For a second, I thought it was the phantom echo from days ago. But this beat was firmer, more precise, and it was getting closer. I jumped away from Agnes and recovered my dagger.

A shadowy silhouette gained volume and colour. Anticipation piled up, but I still didn’t trust Maud. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if a troupe of Hunters hopped off the vehicle.

Three horses strutted with their clinking set of horseshoes. They parked in parallel to the tavern, releasing a loud sigh that spoke of impatience. The fiacre they carried was robust but small, discreet, its maroon walls meshing with the night.

Contradicting the herald of disgrace within me, the door opened for two rats who had escaped from the southern sewers. They wore the drab, hooded robe I saw in Agnes’ memories and that concealed most of their frame. One of them had a spiky beard, thick eyebrows clouding mustard pupils, and flat lips to match his cheeks. Despite his attempt at portraying a feeble old man, you can’t hide a warrior’s spirit. The second figure, I was not sure of their gender, had the soiled hood on and sported a half-mask protecting their mouth and nose against pollution and against impertinent gazes. My initial assessment that they might be the old man’s bodyguard ended in smoke. For all their discretion, the bod couldn’t take their eyes off me, their unshakable fixation sending tingles through my body.

The old man recognised Agnes and approached her. She flinched and, for a moment, I was afraid she would run for the hills. But she planted her feet on the ground, ready to face a monster sent by the Gods. The second figure tarried beside the fiacre, hurrying after the man once they realised the slip. Agnes focused on me.

The man circled me, inspecting the product from head to toe. His companion—a woman, possibly a starving one, I decided after examining what was visible of her face—, less direct but not less intrusive, continued studying me from behind his back, moving only her milky brown eyes as if she could not believe what she was seeing. I was already looking for an excuse to crack her skull and see if there was any brain inside.

The negotiators talked in whispers. All the time, Agnes kept her gaze on me. I wasn’t sure if she blindly trusted that cult or was paralysed in fear of them. I asked myself, for the umpteenth time, how many people knew about the girl and what awaited her on the island. Their behaviour suggested absolute secrecy, any mention or allusion punished with death, but if the contract reached Maud’s ears, whose reputation was never regarded with great respect among Priestesses, then more people must know about it.

“Carys Epistro’phia,” the man said with a hint of interrogation. I nodded in agreement. The rats then returned to the fiacre, the woman with abnormal haste.

“They are waiting for you,” Agnes said, feigning interest in her boots.

“Didn’t sound like an invitation.”

“You know I would never stab you in the back, right?”

“You wouldn’t. But a flea keeps whispering things to my ear mun.”

“The magnitude of this job... they cannot take more risks than necessary.” Agnes rubbed my arm. “Do you want me to follow you?”

“I’m no wimp me.”

Agnes simpered. Dragging her back to that torturous story would be reckless. I could even become complicit in murder when other Priestesses sniffed the clogged blood and came after their corrupted sister. No, I accepted the contract, and that included the rewards, the risks and the interlines. My blood would soon be on the paper. I could only hope the rest of it would stay inside me.

“Fancy a goodbye drink?”

“Not gonna lie to you, I’m happy to leave this pigsty.”

Giving Agnes a goodbye kiss, I got my bag and stepped into the darkness of the fiacre.


Stars, Hide your Fires

It could’ve been worse. Inside, the fiacre was more comfortable than its coarse shell suggested. The seats were large and cushioned; my back settled snugly in the inclined backrest. The horses started at a trot. A box of cigars rested by my side; without asking for permission, I took one.

“Got a light?”

The old man didn’t approve of my manners, I didn’t need to read his heart to tell it. But I was his best shot at taking the girl to their heaven, so he bit his tongue and leaned forward to light my cigar. A strong clove fragrance fogged the tight space where I’d spend at least the next thirty-six hours of my eternal life. The windows had been bolted down, and the curtains tied with hook-and-loop fasteners. The only air passage was on the hatch’s embrasure.

I blew a smoke ring. The old man retreated to his erect, military sitting position, his keen eyes watching as the ring enlarged and dissipated. The girl coughed. Ia, deary, it’s going to be a long journey.

Could she be the Eros who offended Agnes’ heart? When in her memories, I was careful not to linger on the girl’s features; they had been obscured by that dusty robe anyway, just as they were now. Attempting to identify the colour of her hair was fruitless; every strand was well hidden, which might be a clue in itself.

Without seeing the roads, I recognised their curves, acclivities, and slopes. Familiar smells mingled with the cigar’s: horse’s dung, the honeyed stonecrops hugging stone walls and quarries, the moss and dust of old buildings. Talking as if to the walls, I shared stories connected to that land to see if my awareness would upset them. As much as he pretended to be deaf, the old man clung to my every word. After over two hours, the vehicle swerved and continued through unknown territory.

I splayed myself on the small fiacre, the tip of my boots between the legs of my hosts. The girl peeped at her master. His only expression of discontentment was the sharp fluctuation of his heartbeats. Voice deceives, gestures disguise, and even micro-expressions could be schooled. But the heart? It has a life of its own and follows a rigorous moral code that does not allow it to lie. That was the reason no one cultivated the company of Priestesses. We trained in Aphrodite’s boons; we interpreted the messages of that indiscreet organ. And whether we wanted it or not, our ears were always seeking heartbeats like a moth seeks a flame.

The bird neither sang nor shifted her feathers. Meanwhile, her heart whizzed as if trying to escape the cage. At every one of my gestures, it kicked; every time I opened my mouth, it pirouetted; if I so much as blinked, it noticed. Whatever this faction’s scheme was, she must be a novice, ordered to accompany her master in escorting the celebrated Priestess. Was that why her excited heart contradicted her sheepish act? Would my fame have reached her sand-clogged ears?

Except for occasional commentaries or a random joke floating around my head—aimed at none of the hooded fellows, just another strategy to distract my bored brain—, the journey proceeded in rigorous silence. The cigars lasted around twenty-five minutes. The old man did me the favour of lighting another one every hour. After the second cigar, the woman stopped coughing. After the third, she even basked in the scent of clove, acting as a balm for her nervous tics.

Now and then, I sent a smoke ring to her. She tried to snuff the first one before her face reddened. After that failed attempt, she pretended to not notice my gifts but oh, if she could hear her heart!

After six hours, the girl, distracted, stretched one of her legs, and the sole of her boot came to rest against my seat. The old man blinked at her, his reproach going unnoticed. It was too good an opportunity to let it go to waste. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched for her reaction as I tilted my leg until it brushed her calf.

The girl skipped as if someone had pinched her, nearly hitting her head on the ceiling, and I had my first good laugh since leaving the tavern.

“A stone on the road!” she squawked behind the mask in answer to the old man’s scowl. After throwing her wobbly, she forgot to rescue her leg back to safety. She had a surprisingly well-defined calf underneath those rags. A cigar was done and dusted before she noticed the proximity and surreptitiously unlinked our legs.

On the seventh hour, the old man brought out a box with slices of cake, biscuits, and bottles of water. Disrespectful fucks didn’t pack a bottle of wine for me. In any case, I didn’t share their meal.

When my ninth cigar burned to ashes, I took a break to whistle a few centuries-old songs. The first was titled “Tantalus’ Passion” and put the idiot who tried to cheat Zeus on an unachievable quest for Love instead of for food. I’d argue it was an unhappy swop, but the melody was pleasant enough when not accompanied by the naff lyrics.

The girl agreed with my critic, for her dark eyes brightened up upon hearing my musical talents. Despite being a satire written for the dance rooms, the song had a calming effect on her. Most importantly, her heart stopped acting like a clown.

In the fourteenth hour, the horses jerked to a halt. Before I could ask where we were, someone jumped on me. I reached for my dagger’s handle and was about to slice someone’s throat... I stopped when I saw the panicked face of the girl inches from my chest. She raised her eyes to meet mine, swallowing a huge rock.

“You should at least pay me a drink first.”

I saw her mouth working behind the mask. The fiacre’s door opened, saving her from further embarrassment.

We got off at Gorgon’s Den, a serpentine town a little way into the Sceptre. “We leave in thirty,” the old man said. I had forgotten the sound of his voice. Shame he had to remind me.

My smoky throat could use a glass of wine. I decided to kill time at the nearest pub, where the dancers, famous for lending their name to the city, performed the Serpent Dance. I ordered a glass, watching the spectacle while I waited.

The gorgons’ belly was like a separate organ, a cluster of snakes moving in opposition to the rest of the body. The effect was horribly similar to a hole in continuum expansion and retraction, swallowing you up and then spitting. It was hypnotic. Lovestruck deadbeats spent whole days in there, showering their favourites with coins.

A gorgon approached, rubbing her cold and viscous skin against my arm. I had had my time with one of them, and whoever said those women tasted good was lying to everyone, including themselves. I reached for the pistol in my waist, and the gorgon hissed, showing me her forked tongue before leaving to harass another fool with her disgusting charms.

My glass arrived a moment before I lost my temper. Ych a fi! White wine. Would have to suffice. As I drank, I spotted a hooded figure among the horny humans and the semi-naked gorgons. The girl from the fiacre feigned interest in the decorations and the exotic-coloured drinks, but she kept looking sideways at me. Her interest lay not in the snakes but in the dove. Was she there to spy on me? Fine. Don’t complain if you end this journey looking like a Cyclops.

But she must’ve realised she sucked at espionage, for she gave up on the endeavour and joined me at the bar. She nodded at me as if we were two random gals in a pub, then sat a chair apart from me.

“A glass of water,” she asked, pronouncing each syllable with precision and clarity. When the order arrived, she held the glass with both hands and sipped it, every movement painfully delicate.

The contrast between her attire and her manners was so absurd that it exposed the exaggeration in her demeanour even for a crude country gal like me. Was the lass trying to impress me? She sure wasn’t making a good job.

“Iechyd da,” I offered the toast, downing my wine. She smiled politely and sipped her boring water again.

When the same gorgon brushed her nape, the girl jumped out of her seat, and an oddity caught my eye. Instead of acting affronted like a proper lady, the girl closed her hands into fists, ready to smash the gorgon’s fangs. But she stopped herself, storming out of the pub, leaving me splitting my sides laughing.

I left soon after to find the old man sneering at his young companion. Employing his usual courtesy, he growled, and we returned to the vehicle.

Five years. That was how long it had been since I last travelled outside the Tunic. I kept my eyes open but allowed my mind to wander, enjoy the different roads on which the horses trotted, the distinguished accents as we crossed through towns, the smells that little by little induced in me a sense of rediscovery.

I felt a pointed discomfort. Upon investigating it, I found the girl’s eyes trained on me.

“You don’t get out much, do you?” I asked before she could turn away and hide inside her hood.

“I—”

“She is not—”

“Is she your fucking slave?” I interrupted the old man after he interrupted the girl. He was stunned into silence. “Then let her speak if she wishes to.”

Sparks radiated in his eyes, but he didn’t dare shoot them at me or the girl, forcing himself to look at the floor.

“I’m sorry.” The girl’s whisper was awfully loud. She sounded young and tired. Taking my challenging eyes off the old man, I realised she was still staring at me. After a moment when she seemed to gather courage, she said, “I have never seen the south.”

“Bloody fantastic view, aye?” I asked, tugging at the stupid curtains.

“Your stories helped.”

Now I was grateful they couldn’t hear my heart. Happiness or pleasure wasn’t right. I was just surprised. It didn’t occur to me that she would be listening.

Minutes passed. Then I started talking to no one in particular about Sullivan’s tavern, the Royal War memorials, the cider farm, the Hunter I killed...

Night’s heavy blanket fell on the fiacre. Indistinguishable shades ran behind the curtains. Once, I thought I heard an owl, which I preferred to take as a good omen. Athena, like her sacred pet, was not blinded by the lack of light; some believed her eyes reached even into the darkest pits of the Underworld. How easy then it must be for her to see through the facades. I sent her a prayer, asking her to incinerate the heart of those two rats with her light spear should they breed ill-intention towards me.

We stopped twice more. Once for the driver to relieve himself and another for my grumpy contractor to go into a village pub and bring back cups of tea and a tray with bread and fruits. Sniffing his heart for signs of a poison attempt, I found only a mild, hungry irritation. They ate as the horses forged on. Quite good horses, those were. Lord Poseidon, do you have a wet finger in these matters?

The girl tore a piece of the baguette and offered me one half. I shook my head.

“You haven’t eaten for more than a day,” she remarked, not concerned... impressed.

“I haven’t eaten anything more than a lemon for more than a week.”

Digestion caused sleepiness. The dull trot lulled the girl. Her head bobbed against the walls, her body fluctuating like an unbalanced pendulum, but nothing pulled her away from Hypnos’ cradle. An erratic yawn motivated me to follow her to the oneiric universe. But I could very well hang my dagger if I allowed myself to enjoy Nyx’s embrace while among the mice.

Memories of my contracts piled behind my eyelids. The pacified Lovers; the fake Lovers who got pissed at me upon their awake; the sheepheads that came after me seeking a reward and received my ire; and my deaths. Nine in total. Less than most of my sisters and, unlike them, I was an artist. Each of my deaths was unique, trophies showcasing a vast set of characters posed to test my resolution. A shame that the scars disappeared.

A sudden bump started me. The girl still slept. The old man had closed his eyes, but he was alert. Shit, I must’ve nodded off.

Were my days as a Priestess numbered? What in Aphrodite’s name would I do with all those coins? Spend my days at the beach, building sandcastles and bathing in the sea? Get a square arse from spending days sitting on a throne, shouting orders to incompetent servants who revelled in the prospect of my death? Hah! And here I thought my existence couldn’t get more wretched.

I donated my body and my soul to Aphrodite. You cannot reclaim those things, and I did not want to. But I would not need to pacify any more; no longer steal the sap from wayward hearts, hoping to capture a spark of life from their souls as they departed for eternity.

I knew we had crossed to the Belt when the southern silence was ripped by festive rites, mercantile voices, unconditional music, hundreds of feet coming and going, spectacles of light that mimicked the sun... the terrible beauty of the “centre of the world”, as Agnes lauded it.

The hurly-burly woke the girl. She straightened her cloak and adjusted her sluggish body, hoping no one had caught her snoring.

We still rode for three hours before the air thickened with dust. A bell sounded three times in a distant naós, summoning the faithful. The horses juddered to a halt. Neither the old man nor his companion made any mention of getting up. I heard the coachman climbing down from his seat, his heartbeats drifting away. I searched for treachery in the hearts of my contractors. The music in their chests was relieved by the arrival and anxious for what was to come, but it was not stirred by the anticipation of a coup de main.

Minutes later, the coachman returned with a second person. The new figure knocked on the fiacre’s door, and one by one, we got off.

The third member of the sect was dressed like the other two. Herbal perfume wafted from his cloak. Compared to the stiff leader, he was a gentleman, addressing me with a quick bow.

I recognised Lampréach, one of the Belt’s biggest cities, but I could not place that specific area. Following the old man into the bowels of the city, I experienced Agnes’ visions first-hand: alleys and alleyways inhabited by fleas and wretches, the ancient temple whose roof spilt dust, and the rigorous silence that made me forget I was in the Belt.

As soon as she heard us, Maud hurried to receive her new bosses with a well-trained curtsy; to me, she cast a choleric glance. The scar was even more grotesque in person. She expressed her “deepest joy” at seeing the group back, offering them water and bread. Upon hearing a hollow laugh, everyone rounded on me.

“Alright, alright,” I said, my voice echoing through the empty walls. “I’m losing my patience here I am. Where’s the cargo?”

“The cargo is here.”

The declaration came from behind. I turned to see the girl take off her hood, revealing the silver hair hidden in a bun and a triumphant smile.

I acknowledged her with a grunt. The girl stepped back, massaging her arm as if a bee had stung her. Agnes was right about one thing: she didn’t have any striking features. Silver hair was a rarity, but hers were far from charming; its richness had faded, a pearl that lost its lustre and, if found on the street, would be kicked like any other pebble. Large ears, thin lips, thick eyebrows, and podgy cheeks distorted her puerile features. Any sympathy aroused by the blood connection with Agnes, when exposed to the lens of reality, disintegrated.

“When do we leave?” I asked the old man.

“It would be productive if we discussed the details first,” Maud frowned, hoping the details would scare me enough to make me return to my lair. No, bitch, I’d never give you the satisfaction, no matter if I had to skin the Nemean Lion, kill the Colchian Dragon, or climb Mount Olympus with my bare teeth.

“Give me the details, then.”

My cargo raised a finger, but a look from the old man silenced her intromission. I understood how frustrating it was to hear people discussing your future without even remembering that you were in the same room. However, I didn’t care. She was cargo, and cargoes were made to be transported.

Maud showed me to an adjacent small room, where a stone table surrounded by benches of the same composition was the only furniture. The old man joined us, and from the sleeves of his robe, he pulled out a parchment, unfurling it on the table to reveal a map.

“I trust your companion has given you an introduction to the contract?” he asked.

“That she did. And Agnes is her name.”

“Very well. We are here,” he poked with grimy fingers at the central region of Haillikós.

“I’m not stupid,” I said as I realised he was waiting for my confirmation.

“Are you sure she will serve?” Maud opened her mouth to reply.

“Fuck you, old man. You do your job and I’ll do mine,” I replied first. He sighed and dragged his fingernail up the map, crossing the Tiara, reaching halfway across the Crown and veering out to sea until, in the middle of the vast blue, he bumped into a little brown dot made with ink, halfway between Haillikós and Freymaa.

“Ishana must arrive here. She has the coordinates and the means to get safely onto the island. I must stress that you cannot access the place without her. Trying to do so will result in terrible consequences for all involved. It is possible to make the journey in two weeks if conditions are good.” Had that man ever travelled beyond his doorstep? I knew what he was trying to do, and it was pathetic.

“If conditions are sublime mun. I suppose you won’t let me use the fiacre?”

“It is not ours.” And we have no money to pay for the journey, I filled in for him. Not that it would do much good to have a carriage if I didn’t know where to go.

“And I won’t even earn a paper boat?”

“If they had the means of getting her there, they wouldn’t ask for help. Certainly not yours,” Maud said.

“Stop cackling, Maud.”

The old man punched the table. Would he mind if I punched his face?

“The girl is fragile and must reach her destination alive. Anything that happens to her will reflect on you.” On my reward, he meant. Which was a more serious threat than any harm to my person.

“Let’s put our cards on the table, shall we? You come from this island, and you know your way around a sword, don’t bother denying it. So, answer me, why don’t you take the girl to her lovely parents?”

He raised a hand to silence Maud. “You are correct, I know my way around a sword. A spear as well. I was trained by one of the best fighters I ever knew. But these, powerful as they are, are mortal weapons. Devotees of the Gods inhabit this land, and they carry with them immortals’ gifts. What would be my chances if one of them attacked us, as it happened to me in the past? Darkness has broken me. I know how it feels to be trapped between worlds. But Ishana does not, and now that I found her, I made an oath to guard her against this mortifying acquaintance. Do not mistake my intentions, Priestess. I trust our girl in your hands out of necessity. Desperation, even. How you will reach your destination is up to you to decide. The letter described you as determined and resourceful. Nor is your name unknown on this continent. For the girl’s sake, I hope you will live up to your reputation.”

I scanned his every word and found truth in them. His heart drummed, but the old man was right that warring against Pantheonic warriors would bring his and the girl’s demise. Also, I would not admit it, but his oath was one I could get behind. Instead, I said, “Don’t fret, old man. Fifty thousand gold coins are incentive enough for me.”

From his other sleeve, the magician pulled out a second, yellowish parchment, a template which I had seen many times before. He opened the contract and pulled a butter knife from his belt. I refused the joke of a weapon, using my dagger to slash the palm of my hand. Five drops dripped onto the paper. The old man repeated the gesture, pouring four drops. Contract signed. No going back now.

“May the Creator guide your path.” And that was the strangest thing he’d ever said to me. I’d never have guessed that the hooded folk cultivated Aphrodite’s graces.

“Try not to fuck things up this time,” Maud said when we were alone.

“Nice scar. Want another?” I retorted, leaving her with smoke billowing from her head.

My cargo was sitting on the floor, staring at the opposite wall with glassy eyes. I hoped she wasn’t the distracted kind. Many a death occurred by mere carelessness.

No fucking way I’d get my hands on the treasure in a fortnight. Twenty days if we had a clear road, a vigorous horse, and a powerful ship. We had none of that, though a plan was forming in my head. Thirty days, perhaps. A few coins in advance would have been nice, but I played with the cards I got.

“Come, Lolita. The road awaits us.”

As soon as she realised I was talking to her, she leapt to her feet, her inquisitive eyes seeking me like a child who finds her mother after getting lost in the park. For someone so easily broken, she sounded quite excited at the idea of facing the world. The old man pulled her aside, whispering something in her ear. For Aphrodite’s sake, he needed to relax! A curtsy took care of the farewells, and then she quickened her pace to catch up with me.

“You’re fast!” the girl exclaimed, somewhat breathlessly. She dismissed the mask, which might not be a good idea in that dust storm. She spoke in a soprano, childish, tiresome voice, a contrast to her posh manners in Gorgon’s Den. “Do you know which way we’ll take to the island? I imagine you have a plan, right? By the way, my name is Ishana. Yours is Carys, right?”

“KAH-riss, not KEH-riss!” What the fuck was wrong with people? One hundred and thirty-eight years wasn’t enough for them to learn a simple pronunciation? Plus, had no one heard of Carys Penrose, one of the greatest generals of the Globe who crushed many an army during the Royal Wars?! “Can’t we continue in the same silence as before?”

“Accept my sincere apologies, but no. That trip was awful! Karl loves his silence, but if we cannot talk, how will we entertain ourselves and get to know each other? It was such a relief to hear your voice! My throat is dry; would you have water in that bag of yours?”

Karl. The four drops of blood had started a guessing game, but I never suspected he was born in the boiling wombs of the Sienikian volcanoes. Most of the Sienikian people I had the pleasure of meeting—emphasis on pleasure—were arse-kicking warriors gifted with a powerful throat, an insatiable thirst for beer, crass humour, and the most dazzling pairs of eyes in the entire globe. Karl had been devoid of all those traits. Perhaps I had a little Sienikian blood in me?

“The journey has only begun. Stop babbling and you won’t feel thirsty.”

“By the Creator! What do you carry in this thing?” she asked as she tried to lift the bag off my shoulders.

“Wine, food, armour, sex toys.”

“You are making fun of me.”

“Maybe.”

She seemed at last to heed my advice. But as soon as we stepped out into the streets, she started over: marvelled at the beauty of the city, inquired about the saloons and shops, asked again for water, commented on the dancing lights, cowered as we passed near a brothel, begged for water.

Thirty days, I calculated, watching her sucking on my canteen with the eagerness of a newborn. Gonna be a long journey...


Herald of Spring, with a Voice of Longing

My first goal was to get her out of those mummy-smelling clothes. I cracked a few jokes about the outfit, but the girl didn’t understand them. The poor dab looked like a twmffat to me, which furthered the question of who in their right mind would pay such a grotesque sum to keep her arse safe.

“Karl said this outfit would protect me,” Ishana whimpered.

“Aye, while you were in their midst; one flea among so many others, hiding in the fur of a dog. Out here, they will pique the curiosity of those who don’t know you and make you an even easier target for those who already know you.”

“Oh,” she said, missing my implied question.

It had been ten years since my last visit to the Belt, and for a region in constant change, I couldn’t rely much on memory. Maps were not entirely consistent either, though that had more to do with the whims of the royals. A council rather than a monarch ruled the Belt, and each of the six representatives had their own idea of how the cities, villages, and parishes should be arranged.

The marquees and paper flags that adorned Lampréach during Agnes’ stay had disappeared, the city transitioning from an open-air circus to a crater infested with grotesque insects. A blink of an eye could scramble any tourist’s inner compass. And, by the Gods, I was a tourist!

Elbows collided against my shoulders. Songs vied for my attention, the pressure on my skull like I was underwater. Hurried feet scraped on my boots. Every so often, I glanced back to make sure my cargo hadn’t been swallowed by the crowd. She was keeping up with me, but an untrustworthy glee manifested itself in her every time she saw a new building, heard a new language, found a new street.

Ishana told me she knew better ways out of the urban mess. It amazed me to discover that she noticed I was lost; maybe she wasn’t such a plank after all. What she didn’t know was that my plan was not to leave Lampréach, not yet. I crossed alleys, dodged columns, tossed a coin to an Explorer of Hermes, ducked my head to get past ridiculously low arcs, crossed alleys—was it the same as before?—, bowed my head to my comrades from Dionysus’ temple; all that to try to find a specific place.

Agnes would be useful now. Somehow, she memorised every inch of the Belt’s main roads and streets.

At the doors of a temple for Zeus, two pairs of Eagles were practising with their blades and lightning boons. They adored those public displays, believing them to instil respect and fear for the dethroned God of Thunder. Fear was the last thing in the audience’s eyes, and if the Eagles could read their hearts... well, they might want to kill themselves to escape the embarrassment.

I had almost crossed the street when I noticed that my cargo had stayed behind. A lightning bolt struck the elbow of an Eagle, exploding the lower half. The audience cheered. Ishana didn’t even flinch, a controlled surface under which her heart pounded as loudly as the audience’s cries. Had the Eagles inspired fear in someone at last?

Then, suddenly, her back stiffened. Ishana looked around until she found my purple shadow some distance from the crowd.

“Won’t you be a good friend and heal him?” she asked, voice hardened.

“Do I look like a good friend to you?”

“No.” The subtle tilt of her lips stunned me. Was that a smirk? Both the expression and the girl were gone before I could discover the answer.

After extraordinary effort, I found the establishment I was looking for.

When I pushed the door, it emitted the same yelp from one decade ago. A sickening smell of soap and muffins assaulted me. The man at the counter, a former Hunter who hid his animalistic spirit behind luxurious human clothes, equipped his cat-eye glasses.

“Would that be la grandiose Carys, descending into the world of mortals to pay a visit to my humble shop?”

“You need to fix the damn door, Don.”

“It’s part of the charm, ma chérie. And who kicked this poor bird out of the nest?”

Don paraded up to us, the copious fur cloak swaying above his shoulders like a peacock’s plumage.

I put a defensive hand in front of my cargo. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll be of interest to you only for a short time. Give me something cheap that can withstand long journeys and a stabbing or two. And warm enough so these bones won’t freeze to death.” I measured Ishana’s skinny wrist with two fingers.

Don whistled, met with a frown. Ishana eased her crumpled forehead when she noticed my gaze on her.

“If you give me time, mademoiselle, I can fashion a tunic worthy of the Gods. Entered as a peasant and will leave shining as the best of Athena’s warriors!”

I raised an eyebrow and Don, remembering that I wasn’t his typical customer who delighted in whatever pigskin he sold as lion skin, backed off. He clicked his tongue and slipped inside his atelier, separated from the shop by a thick silver curtain.

In the past hour, my purse had become more insouciant, frittering away on luxuries I didn’t need and didn’t always want ... but the extravagances were for me.

“He’s such a dog,” Ishana said, not with the lightness I’d expect from the idiom.

I put my bag and my heavy arse down on the bench. My ears buzzed. A few hours in the Belt were all it took to remind me why I adored the stillness of the Tunic.

“What did you mean by a stab or two?” Ishana sat down, the bag between us, looking at me with her terrible watery eyes.

“Pray that no blade comes near you, but if it does, it’s better to have something sturdier between it and your flesh than this crumpling robe.”

Ishana agreed. I laughed to myself. Little did she know that putting her in the path of a blade was part of my strategy.

“Did you buy your clothes here?”

“A few pieces. My gloves,” I raised my arm, displaying the black silk glove that went up to my elbows, shielding my skin against impurities. “Every Priestess must make her own mantle though, which can be a cape, a cloak, or an overcoat as tidy as mine.” Why explain all that to her? Ugh, her chatter messed with my brain!

Ishana’s gaze wandered the shop, admiring the variety of fabrics on display, the paintings illustrating mortals in harmony with nature, and beside those, the stuffed animal heads, where her attention lingered.

“I thought Hunters preached protection and devotion to nature,” she said.

“Those are the Seeds of Demeter. But how do you know he’s a Hunter?” Ishana shrugged, turning away from my scrutiny. So, she was smarter than she seemed. “Hunters sacrifice animals during their initiation ritual, for food, and for games. Every kill is an offering to Artemis, and they only hunt those that are natural prey of their spirit animal. But Don’s no longer part of the Tribe.”

“What do the Priestesses do as their initiation ritual?”

That was audacious territory for someone who had been so coy on topics related to the Goddess of Love and Seduction. Perhaps Karl was always so on top of her that she never had a chance to explore her sexuality. I was going to satisfy her curiosity to watch her squirm in vexation, but Don chose that moment to return.

He placed a suitcase on the counter and called me to inspect it. My cargo followed me as if I required her opinion.

The set he put together consisted of a grey, long-sleeved woollen shirt; a brown corset with steel eyelets, smaller and less robust than mine, but sturdy enough; black leather, elbow-length gloves; maroon linen trousers; a belt, stockings, undergarments, and boots made from the skin of some animal.

“Should be enough,” I said. “Alright, go ahead, girl.”

She looked from me to Don, to the clothes, then back to me. “Do you want me to change here? In the middle of the store?”

Don closed the curtains, darkening the room. Ishana was not satisfied. The artisan returned to his isolation in the atelier; I insisted on remaining in the room with her. Scoffing, I agreed to turn my back.

Still, her heart wasn’t appeased. Through her distrustful shadow, I saw her checking her surroundings frequently, tripling the time any normal person would need to change clothes. As if she had a lot to hide under the rags. Crows wouldn’t give a shit about her scrawny body, let alone me.

“I need help.”

“Oh, now the princess needs help?”

She paused. It occurred to me then that no one had treated her like royalty. On the contrary, one could think that Karl was the sovereign force in the group.

“Please?” she asked, and not with the peevishness I would’ve expected from someone born with a silver spoon in her mouth.

I bottled my indignation up to answer her call. She had most of the pieces on, and after a quick analysis, I attested that they would serve their purpose. One remaining.

“Inhale,” I commanded. Before she could suck all the air out of the shop, I tugged on the eyelets, buttoning the corset. As soon as the last button was in place, Ishana emptied the air she had been holding onto my face.

“I’m so sorry!” she shrieked. Was it a trace of laughter I heard at the bottom of her lamentation? I blew a strand of hair out of my eye, squinting at her.

Ishana turned to the mirror, framing us as in a painting. A princess staring at the reflected eyes of a Priestess. The side seams of my overcoat lined her as a pair of retracted, dark wings; her silver hair, unconcealed and loose, seemed to tangle with my scarlet strands. I was startled by the memory of a night, four years ago, when a beacon of pink sunlight pierced the tenebrous sky, illuminating the Forgotten Sea. Clans left their caves to watch, declaring it a sign from Aphrodite of better days to come. It was magical, ethereal; romantic, even. But the light faded, the darkness regrouped, and hope drowned in alcohol and tears.

I shook my head with such vehemence that my facet joints cracked.

“It is a mean outfit,” Ishana said.

“After your rags, even a motley would be lush.”

“I am trying to thank you.”

“I don’t need your gratitude.”

Would fragile also describe her emotional state? I glanced at her, but her face showed nothing; the conversation was like a letter that she read and then discarded to the wind along with the concern for its contents. Good.

She gathered her silver hair, tying it. You’re right, girl, this treasured mop of yours could get us into mighty trouble.

I was about to call Don when he reappeared, holding with a triumphant smile the last item I needed from him. He might not be a Hunter any more, but his instincts were as sharp as ever.

Ishana tried on the hooded overcoat. Amethyst, a shade lighter than mine; a gemstone that had yet to be polished. The hem flapped at her knees and the sleeves hid half of her palms like one of those shoddy sorcerers from fantasy novels. Ishana looked at herself in the mirror; then turned her examination at my purple overcoat.

“I look pathetic.”

“That’s the idea.”

“What about the smell?” she asked nonchalantly as she fidgeted with the lapels of her new attire.

“Simple. We will draw a circle with our blood, get naked, and rub against each other until our skins crack and start bleeding,” I explained with the most serious expression I could conjure.

Her fiddling stopped at once. Ishana stared at me through the mirror. I saw her neck rising and falling as she swallowed. “That would be quite... uncouth.”

I couldn’t resist laughing at her horror. “Lucky for you, I’ve killed enough to turn myself into a perfectly repugnant piece of raw meat. Folks won’t even notice you’re not reeking of carnage. As long as you stay close to me.” A malicious grin caused Ishana to finally break eye contact and look for something—anything—else to do.

Don clapped, rescuing her. “Splendide! Magnifique! Now, take a gander at this!” He unfurled a reddish dress at Ishana’s feet as if it were a magic scroll. Before she could reach it and spoil the product, I pulled her out, leaving Don the coins I owed him.

Upon leaving the shop, Ishana adjusted the lapels of her overcoat and threw the hood over her tied hair. I repeated the gesture. The sight of two Priestesses would draw more attention, but it would also inspire more fear.

“How do you walk and fight with this thing on?” she asked, poking at the corset.

“You get used to it.”

Ishana put her new boots to the test, balancing on walls, tap-dancing along the pavement, running from one side of the street to the other in a bet against the carriages that had everything to end in tragedy. I grabbed her by the elbow, pinning the squirming girl to my side. The closeness fazed me as well, but for fifty thousand coins I’d carry her on my back if necessary.

“Tell me, what other haunted tales you heard about us?” I asked to distract her. And because stupidity fascinated me.

Ishana entwined her fingers. The inhibition didn’t last. “Is it true that you eat entrails for breakfast?”

“It takes all sorts to make a world, and I bet some chefs would work wonders with it. But no, entrails aren’t part of my diet.”

“If you drink anything other than wine, will you die in extreme agony?”

“No, I also drink beer, whiskey, liquor... water is awful though, don’t drink that shit.”

Reminded of my canteen, Ishana asked for a sip. Pendew. “What about your macabre dances?”

“Whatever it is, it’s probably not true. I don’t even dance.”

“I also heard that you drink each other’s blood.” She scratched the ground with the tip of her boots. “But it’s so ludicrous it must be a fabrication.”

“That one is true.”

“Oh...” Ishana stepped back, casting an investigative glance at the sky. “Doesn’t the heat of the sun hurt you?”

“We’re not vampires, girl,” I rolled my eyes. Ignorant fools often associated us with those disgusting and indecent creatures, slaves to their own hunger. And inexistent. We existed, a vital difference. “Heart Magic connects us with blood, but we don’t need to drink it. We do it because we like it.”

Ishana blushed and tripped over the next couple of questions. “You’re a sorceress, then? Can you turn people into frogs? Water into wine? Can’t you teleport us to the island?”

“Not this kind of magic,” I sighed. “It’d be cracking to turn water into wine. I bet the Party of Dionysus knows how to. That must be great hwyl.”

“Great what?”

“That’s a too profound word for me to translate. It’s fun and energy, but it’s also inspiration, emotion, fervour!”

Ishana muffled a giggle. She seemed to lose her balance for a moment, but it was so brief I thought it a trick of perspective. Had she ever got drunk? The scene provided by my imagination was terrifying but not unamusing.

As discreetly as I could, I analysed her stride. Now that she stopped frolicking about, I noticed a certain irregularity. She walked with a graceful gait, but it looked grudging, unnatural, as if she needed to remind herself to walk that way. Whenever one of the city’s attractions arrested her attention, her aristocracy gave way to a boyish spontaneity. And then she would catch herself in that which she might consider improper behaviour, and her balance would falter.

The second shop on my list was less than an hour apart from Don. It was easier to spot since it was basically a temple with a huge hammer on the façade.

I opened the door and put myself in the gap to shield my cargo from the draconian breath fuming off half a dozen cauldrons. Hammers clinked against steel, trying to predict when the next war would begin, their argument rousing sparks that flashed in the hot mist. Bellows sighed like giant dragons in their slumber. Of the ten men working, none of them bothered to see us in. Unlike Don, they were not afraid of being mugged. Forging weapons was only one of the Blacksmiths’ skills.

“Tyson!” I shouted over the hammering and the screech of the fire.

“Who’s asking?” the cavernous voice bellowed back from somewhere inside the powdered smoke.

“Are you so old and dotty you can’t recognise my bloody voice?”

The bellicose orchestra lost one of its musicians. Staggering through the volcanic pits came the living mountain known as Tyson, a four-hundred-year-old son of Hephaestus with the strength and vigour of his rank as a demigod, long black braided beard, a face like an anvil smeared with soot and scars that he insisted on gaining daily.

“The voice tells me little, but such imprudence can come from only one mouth in the entire Kingdom.”

I smiled at him. Ishana hid behind me. “Need a favour, big guy.”

“A favour?” Tyson raised an eyebrow that resembled a fat caterpillar.

“Well, it’s negotiable. You interested?”

“Nah.” Tyson waved his hand as if shooing away a mosquito. “I trust your gold better than any trick Aphrodite’s flunkeys might offer me.”

“That’s why I like you.” I grabbed the scraggy bunny by the wrist and placed her in front of Tyson. “I need a weapon for me babber here.”

Tyson spilt a loud “hah” and then burst into laughter. Nearby blacksmiths joined in. Ishana stomped away from safety to confront the giant.

“I know how to handle a blade, and I bet that much better than you!”

“You’re putting a wasp’s nest onto your head, girl.”

Fortunately, the joke had lightened Tyson’s mood. He scratched his beard, inspecting the pest with an intrigued look as if he had discovered that paper cut.

“Wait here,” he said, entering the mist that sheltered the Blacksmiths of the Guild of Hephaestus.

I squinted against the smoke charring my eyes. A column of melted iron enveloped Ishana. Her spine erected, her shoulders squared rather than arched, her feet planted like the roots of a thousand-year-old tree. Depending on the angle a passer-by looked at us, it would seem like I was cowering behind her!

The heroic pose wilted when she turned to me and asked, “A-are you going to give me a weapon?” I expected concern; instead, the proposal was received with restrained enthusiasm.

“If we can find something decent and cheap, aye,” I shrugged. It was logical. Ishana wanted to get to the island as much as I did; let her fight for her future.

A metal door slammed, and Tyson returned with a sleek steel box. As he opened it, the iron inside glistened as blades that have never tasted blood did. He gripped the handle, which in his hand looked like a toy.

It was a short sword unlike any I had ever seen. The blade was narrow and flat, white as foam; the most arresting detail, however, was its shape. It was not straight like the weapons I had always wielded or challenged, but sinuous like a sea serpent slithering along the ocean waves. Delphic inscriptions adorned its curves, delicacy and mastery of form corroborating my idea that the sword was not crafted by Tyson’s team. Nor was the handle conventional in its irregular, slightly bent shape, resembling the barrel of a pistol.

“Nine inches, nine curves, wrought in iron and some other material which, by Hephaestus’ name, I know not what it is. And, some say, coated with poison. No one here cared to test it.” Tyson turned the sword over for our contemplation. Some of the Blacksmiths paused to admire it, though with less awe and more uneasiness. As fire reflected off the engravings, it occurred to me that perhaps they were not drawings, but words. What they said was beyond my expertise. “A model that came to me from Bulannah. You’ll like her name: Keris.”

I frowned at the ridiculous name. Ishana didn’t care or didn’t notice the coincidence. When Tyson offered me the sword for the paltry fine of twelve silver coins, I realised he was desperate to part with it. I bit my tongue to not call him a chicken, lest he raised the price to snub me. Besides, it wasn’t by accident that the Guild of Hephaestus was sought worldwide for their crafting skills. From petty soldiers to generals and kings, their arsenal wasn’t complete without the seal of the Smith God in at least one of their arms. If there was one thing the Blacksmiths understood, it was weapons. And if they feared that eccentric thing...

“Ia, dyna ti.”

I handed him the coins—a contract or two during the journey might not be a bad idea—, and he handed the sword to its new owner.

Ishana accepted the gift with both hands. She raised it above her head, the metallic curves reflecting the glint in her eyes. I waved in front of her, but the girl was off in a faraway land. She spun the sword with intimidating precision, upping the speed until the white blade resembled the wings of a butterfly. My heart pulsed in the heated rhythm of the hammers. Then the sword slipped and would have smashed into the ground if I hadn’t caught it.

“This shit is not a toy,” I chided.

“Sorry...”

“Here, you will need this,” Tyson offered the girl a wood sheath. Embarrassed, Ishana retrieved the blade from my grip and slipped it into its cover.

She thanked him for the blade, and in a bizarre show of affection, Tyson wiggled his head. He walked us out with grim satisfaction for getting rid of the Keris—I’d need to do something about that name. Ishana tucked the sheath in her belt, securing it inside the overcoat.

“Where did you learn to fight?” I asked in a casual tone so she wouldn’t think she impressed me. She didn’t.

“I had to learn a move or two. But I have hardly ever carried a weapon. I did not expect you to give me one.” She kept one hand on her waist as if to make sure the extra volume was real.

“What did you expect? That I’d protect you with my dagger and my body?”

“Well... you regenerate, eh?”

“All Non-Lovers regenerate. But I’m better I am.” Me and everyone else with an affinity for Heart Magic but fuck my sisters. “Which doesn’t mean I’m your shield. You can be a princess on the island; here, you’re my cargo, and if my cargo can talk, she can or will learn to fight.”

“All right,” Ishana said in that same restrained eagerness. Before I could retort, she went on. “Are we trying to leave now?”

“We are leaving.”

Sometimes, I’d peek over my shoulder, and it was not uncommon to find the sketch of a warrior opening her overcoat, marvelling at the sheath. Legends flashed through my memory. Lightning illuminated a tale that crowned the secluded Bulannah as the birthplace of the silver-haired people, believed to be a new race of humans created for the post-Vengeance Earth. The same myth narrated how the silver hair was a blessing from the Creator, who brought them into the world as an incarnation of Seduction. I didn’t doubt that the silver strands originated in Bulannah at a remote time, but the myth clearly exaggerated on a few points.

My bodyguard duty competed with my obsession to watch the coming and going around me. Tourists cast curious glances at us, admiring how death behaved in another continent. Locals would either stare ahead with so much intent the veins on their necks would jump out, or abruptly change direction in a melodramatic show of needing to go somewhere else for the most bizarre of excuses. Few others would openly flee or hide (funny how fear made them forget our powers). The worst of them would fall on their knees or ask for a blessing.

“Hey, keep that thing inside the sheath,” I admonished when Ishana’s regard for her blade had gone too far, and she had taken it out.

“Sorry.” She stowed the blade away. Then she cleared her throat. “Do you like Keris, Carys?” She pronounced the first syllable of each name with clear-cut emphasis. Now there was no doubt: the pest was provoking me!

“Want to find out if the blade is poisoned?”

She didn’t pale at the threat, perhaps because she knew about the integrity bind. I could still spank her. The beatings would regenerate long before we reached the island, and no one would be any wiser.

When it came to me, one of the most distinguished assassins in Haillikós, the stupid girl was intrepid. A part of me wanted to teach her a lesson, to show who was in charge; the other part, the one winning the debate, was enticed by that game of jest and provocation. Rules muddled as the difficulty increased. The result was predictable—I would win—but I wanted to see how far my cargo dared go.

She complained of hunger. We’d been walking for five hours; it was unexpected how that scrawny body endured for so long. I told her we’d stop soon; I had to put more distance between me and Karl.

I alternated between popular, commercial areas and forgotten, homey corners. It was in one of these alleys where misfortune found us: a trio of hooded fellows blocked our way; two more came from behind.

“Carys?” Ishana whispered.

“I know. Rear is yours,” I said, drawing my dagger. My partner made no mention of unsheathing hers, not even when our buddies pulled out knives and hammers and charged against us. Time to see what you’re made of, girl.


Awake, Dear Heart, Awake

The first fell with a bullet to his windpipe. Blood burst from the hole, and I spattered his two companions with the goo, buying me time to drive the dagger into the second one’s chest. The third was an arm’s length away. It would be easy to finish her, but the other two bastards were a few steps away from the girl, and she wouldn’t fucking move.

It forced me to abandon the piglet to lunge at an axe-wielding woman. The edge of her blade was blunt, but the handle was thick enough to block my hands and keep my dagger from her face.

The second clown rushed to rescue his partner, landing a kick on my stomach. He raised a piece of broken glass he called a dagger and smacked it against my chest, too weak to penetrate deeper than my dermis. Disappointed but not deterred, I thrust my blade into his armpit, approving his squeals.

The axe came down with overwhelming fury. I stepped to the side. Before hitting the ground with an impact that would shake all her bones, the woman swung the axe upwards. A powerful blow that would have chopped me in half if she had any sense of direction attached to her desperation. She lost her balance, and when she fell, it was with a glistening tear on her throat.

The last bod continuously jabbed with his sword, hoping to keep me at bay. He froze in his swagger when I grabbed hold of his sword. No matter how much he pushed, I didn’t let go, stuck to the iron like the Excalibur to the stone. Blood poured from my palm and over the blade. He tried to let go of the weapon, but he couldn’t. Like an affronted anthill, my blood had slid across the steel, cuffing his wrist to the grip.

Getting close to him, I broke the sword and tripped him. He fell straight into the ragged tip, his spine cracking. He didn’t die straight away, and I stood, watching as life oozed into a pool below him. After having my treat, I popped his eye with my heel.

Good warm-up. But not what I expected. The shabby corpses armed with construction tools were not Hunters, pirates, religious rivals, not even respectable thugs. They were alley and forest thieves who picked the wrong travellers. Or maybe... I sharpened my hearing, judging every heartbeat within a three-hundred feet radius. Rapid beats from those witnessing the extravaganza; sluggish beats from those sleeping or drunk; distant beats from the birds in the sky; none giving away a spy.

The street was getting packed with uninvited guests. I dragged Ishana by the arm.

I strode across the city for about ten minutes until I found the gaudy walls marking its edges. An untidy stretch of land with trees and thorny bushes interspersed the next settlement. No one chased us.

“I thought I heard you bragging to Tyson about how good you were with a sword!”

“I am deeply sorry.”

“So you keep telling me. This was the first thing you ever said to me, remember? I am sorry!”

She lowered her head. “It has been a while.” Since the last time I killed, she omitted.

Compassion attempted to violate my heart, but I intercepted it. Feelings like that wouldn’t do any good. What I needed was proof that there was a warrior trapped inside her soft heart. “Show me your sword.”

The cargo expedited the drawing of her crooked blade. She held the exotic handle in a firm grip. I loosened the buttons on my corset, exposing my navel. Her eyes bulged, her grip loosening.

“Hit me,” I commanded.

She obeyed.

It was a clumsy jab, but damn, that little shit was sharper than I imagined. I dropped to one knee, my blood flowing backwards. I confess I had forgotten about the possibility of poison.

“Plurry!” Ishana squealed. “I’m sorry, I... what do I do?!”

“You shouldn’t leave your bloody sword inside the victim,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Oh. I—” Ishana approached slowly. She wrapped her fingers around the hilt.

“Pull this shit at once!”

She did. A torrent of blood spurted from the hole that had been waiting for the removal of the obstacle to heal. The process took milliseconds longer than necessary, and for a moment, I worried. But no sequelae. No poison. The Supreme Goddess protected her adventurous daughters. Ishana stared with sore eyes at the blade and her trembling hands soaked with blood—my blood.

I burst into laughter.

“What in the world is funny?” Her horror amplified.

“You’re the most pathetic creature I’ve ever met. But at least now we know you have the stomach for cruelty.” Her lips dried into a scowl. I buttoned my corset. “The question is: do you still have the stomach for eating?”

Her monotonous eyes twinkled. Without uncrossing her arms, Ishana nodded.

Leaving Lampréach, I found a welcoming shade under the roof of an aspen. I plonked my bag down and sat with my back resting on the tree’s trunk. Now that the hectic day slowed down, heaviness settled in my bones. What I wouldn’t give for a few minutes in my bed in the Tunic.

Ishana sat on the grass in front of me, curled her legs to one side, and tucked her overcoat over her knees as if it were a proper skirt and she a proper lady. I opened my bag and used the water canteen to wash the blood from my hands—the only reason for me to carry water. I tossed the canteen to the cargo, who repeated the procedure after taking a gluttonous sip.

Vegetable pie, chunks of meat, blocks of cheese and bottles of wine composed our meal. I thought the princess would turn up her nose at the feast, but Ishana was impressed by the pie and devoured the meat without even flinching at the salt and stringy consistency. Her heart soared, enamoured of the food.

“What?” Ishana asked, her mouth full.

“You’ve done this before,” I said, nursing my wine. The girl could make do with water.

“A picnic?” she tried, but we both knew she had understood. Taking another bite of the pie, she chose honesty. “I didn’t always live in the Belt, or in regions where there’s a town in every direction you look. I had a lot more of this...” she gestured to us, sitting on the grass. “And whole days of walking. No banquets or servants.”

“Da merch.”

I plucked a thorn from the bush beside me, twirling it in my fingers. Yes, I was quite familiar with the seemingly endless plains, the dirt roads adored by bandits, the mazes of trees where an unsuspecting traveller would get lost and consumed by their own hunger or the hunger of some beast.

I cut a piece of cheese for me and another for my cargo. She requested another slice and made a sandwich with a sliver of meat between them.

“You were born in the Orb, is that right?” Ishana asked before tasting her combo.

“Aye.”

“Is it true you have dragons there?”

I grinned. “Why do they need dragons when they have me?”

Ishana started rolling her eyes but stopped as if scared her reaction would upset me. When she saw I was still grinning, she allowed herself a brief smile.

“Are you fluent in the language?” she continued her interrogatory. “It has quite an unusual ring to the words.”

“Cymraeg. My—” I cleared my throat. “My family taught me. And you’re from Aotearoa.”

She interrupted her chewing for a moment. After she had eaten, she asked, “How did you guess?”

“The way you speak.” Notably, the way she butchered her vowels, turning “e” into “i” and “i” into “u.” Years in Haillikós helped her to blend in, much like years away from the Orb changed me, but our roots were visible.

“Oh.” Ishana picked at the cheese. “Tibe—my father was born there. It would seem I learned more than I thought from him in the short time we were together. You know what they say, our brain absorbs more information when we’re a child.”

I stuck the thorn in my thumb. My cargo fell silent. Call me a lunatic, but I was quite sure she was entranced by the blood dripping down my finger. I couldn’t imagine her surviving all the inconveniences of the continent. But if she was here instead of broken in some obscure grave, it was a sign that there was more to this girl than her skinny arms and doe eyes indicated.

This propped the question: was she hiding something? From Karl’s motivational speech, I deduced that she had been alone for years. How, exactly, had she spent her time in Haillikós?

I could ask her. Whether she lied or told me the truth, I’d gather more puzzle pieces until I could assemble a complete picture. But why would I? I didn’t care. She was cargo; whatever happened to her before our meeting was of no consequence to the contract binding us. If the events that led her to me made her a capable survivalist, lucky me.

“Survivalist,” however, might not have been the best word to describe her. The following day, after an entire morning among trees, I found a settlement, almost too small to be called a village. They likely wouldn’t have wine, only dirty water, but if we were lucky, they’d have a fat pig or sheep ready for the axe.

So, we went in, followed closely by wary and scared gazes. A well-trained beast, my heart skimmed over the place, pounding sentence after sentence. No Lovers, no Obsessives, only hate. In my cursory investigation, I didn’t notice the distance Ishana had put between us. She walked towards a trio of men as if not seeing them. They squinted at her. Their suspicion turned into fear. And then Ishana stabbed one of them in the belly.

She stabbed again and again, drawing squeals from the man until he choked in his own blood. The other two watched in horror, perhaps not so much due to the cruelty, but because they couldn’t do anything to stop it.

“W-why?” one of the men found his voice. “He’s not a L-Lover.”

“I know,” Ishana answered. “But he was on my way.” With that, she resumed her course.

I stopped by the corpse, noting the unruly, feral marks of the wavy blade. A common farmer. A person like many we had encountered on our trip so far. And that disbelieving, agony-ridden face would haunt me, I knew it at once.

“You could’ve aimed for his heart and killed him in one blow,” I said to Ishana after I caught up to her.

“Sure. But then what would’ve been the fun?”

We left the village without buying anything.
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A wall of sullen trees disrupted a calm day. Grey leaves garlanded corpses hanging from ropes and hooks. One head was nailed to the tree with an arrow across its nose. Their skin was rotten, wrung out, but blood still dripped in scanty quantities from their hearts, telling me they were not pacified.

“What happened to them?” Ishana stared at the corpses as if she wished to get closer and touch them.

“The better question is why,” I said, my nose scrunched. Worse than the sight was the smell. The corpses buzzed like a hundred rotten eggs.

After a moment of silence that I expected to be filled with questions, Ishana said, “They’re soldiers.”

Her scholarly concentration was unmistakable now. Could she tell where the soldiers came from? Had she heard the same rumours I had while we were playing tourist in Lampréach—about the unrest in the Tiara? Theories whirled inside her head. I could almost see, though not read them. It was a mystery I’d have to solve if I intended to carry on with my current plan.

And I knew who could infect the body of immortal humans with such a plague.

That was why I took the detour to Goldengrass, named so because of the hundreds of banana trees that sprouted in the area in the first post-Vengeance centuries. Unsatisfying? Deceiving? Sure. But there was one building that more than made up for the general drabness.

“Wow...” Ishana marvelled at the structure ahead, shining like a lost shard of the sun. We were still one mile away from the building itself, but the naked eye would see it all the way from the Crown’s mountains if there were no obstacles in the way. “Why does it need to be so bright?”

“It’s equivalent to their ego.”

Painters, sculptors, and writers shared the courtyard, enjoying a calm day. Their storytelling skills through paint or ink were spectacular, and like all great storytellers, they were also proficient gossipers. And I came to hear a particular tale that might either assuage my fears or make them into a real-life nightmare.

Bushes, small trees, and turfs encircled the patio, and while the colours were charming, they looked less like decoration and more like... a defence wall. Behind the careful arrangement, I imagined a network of thorns, poisonous pores; invisible traps anticipating the deadly strike.

As we approached the temple-like palace, Ishana stopped to gawk at the robust sculpture of a lyre protruding from the façade, symbol of the Society of Apollo. Nine feminine faces were engraved around the emblem and across the columns like spider webs.

“Who are they?” Ishana asked.

“The Nine Muses,” I said, pointing to the face at the top. “Calliope, Epic Poetry and Rhetoric. Clio, History. Euterpe, Music. Urania, Astronomy. Thalia and Melpomene, Comedy and Tragedy. Terpsichore, Dances. Polyhymnia—this one was quite bored—, Muse of Divine Hymns, Mimic Art, Geometry, and Grammar. And Erato, Romance.”

“Is it on purpose that the Muse of Romance is at the bottom?”

I wasn’t paying attention any more. The unmistakable vibrations of a crwth travelled outside to meet me, making my body tremble as if my heart had multiplied and all its copies were beating at once. The beguiling voice of the instrument whispered my name. Joining them for tea was not my intention; alas, when I came to my senses, I was mounting the marble staircase, greeted by the buff statue of Apollo.

The person behind the statue, however, was not a Prodigy, but an intruder from yet another Cult. An intruder that, after seeing the remodelled garden, I should’ve expected.

“Look who left her cave.”

“I could say the same.”

“Of all the places we could meet.” Dahlia Brimo glanced around the walls adorned with manuscripts. Her gaze glided across Ishana without consideration. “What are you doing here, Carys?”

“Got a package to deliver.” I took another step forward. “The Seed of Demeter got bored of her little farm and decided to seek the favours of Parnopius?”

She didn’t deign me with an answer. Instead, she turned back inside, walking as if in the comfort of her mushroom-shaped cottage.

Monumental frescoes buried the walls under blatant adulation for Apollo and his adventures. The island of Delos and its illustrious olive tree. The slaying of Python in Delphi. Hermes listening to Apollo playing the lyre, an impish smile on the lips of the Divine Herald. Apollo kneeled at the foot of a laurel tree, crowning himself with a laurel wreath.

The palace had a dining room, an immense ballroom, a kitchen, and a drawing room for formal meetings. The remaining three hundred and fifty rooms belonged to the Prodigies, an abode they paid for with their tireless pursuit of perfection. As I waded through odours of paint and musical cacophonies, open doors offered a sneak peek at a girl struggling with her flute, a boy indecisive about which colour to apply to his board, an old man cursing the chisel that struck his finger instead of the marble, a woman turning the pages of her sheet music as she experimented with her lyre, even a damn gorgon. At least ten other instruments blessedly deadened the crwth.

Those who weren’t practising ambled about. A tone-deaf kithara player invited me to hear the hymn he composed in honour of the Priestesses. I kindly told him to go cater to my sisters’ pride and leave me the fuck alone.

As the man left pouting, my eyes brushed the cargo. She was surveying the art pieces, strangely taciturn.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon,” Dahlia said.

“Is ten years soon?” I asked.

“For immortals, yes.”

“Fair point. Unforeseen events force us to take unpleasant turns.”

“There have been many unpleasant turns recently.”

Dahlia led me into the backyard, and if there was any doubt left about the nature of the garden, it was dispelled then.

Again, there was a patchwork of bushes and leaves and blossoms. The difference was that, unlike outside, there was no artful beauty, no attempt at pretence here. It was a dungeon for the undead. I twitched my nose, splitting a pair of blood vessels. I stopped the blood from running, and the coppery smell rescued my nostrils from the gases of decomposing flesh.

Corpses were encrusted with thorns, dark flowers budding out of their gaping mouths and hollowed chests. Vines coiled around limbs, smearing poisonous sap over desiccated skin. Spores shrouded a mass of at least twenty people, fungal colonies sprouting from their pores. Standing at the ramp leading to the macabre garden, Dahlia looked like a child who had made her mother proud—Demeter, one side colourful life, the other prolonged death. Her dreadlocks were awfully similar in colour and shape to the deadly vines. Her Black skin, next to the flames of a brazier, glowed with the fury of sleeping volcano.

In the middle of the scene, a stain on a perfectly designed painting, was a snoring pig.

“You brought your pig with you?”

“Of course. Julien is my companion.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “I thought it impossible, but he’s fatter and lazier.”

“Be gentle with him, he doesn’t have more than a few months.” Dahlia sent a kiss through the air that landed on the animal’s pudgy cheek. He seemed to smile in appreciation.

“We should eat him.” Dahlia shot me a disgusted look. Julien didn’t care to defend himself and went back to sleep. “Why else would you care for a creature fated to die?”

“It’s exactly those fated to die that deserve our Love.”

“I could give you a lecture on how wrong that is.”

“If you cared so much about what is in the books, you would still be a Priestess.”

“I am a Priestess!”

Dahlia was about to protest in defence of her animal when someone interrupted her.

“Is that why you did not want to disclose the details of your plan, lady Dahlia?”

The man’s dulcet voice was a stark contrast to the gloomy environment, and I had to stymie an urge to snuggle up to the thorns.

“To be honest, like, I thought you’d be pacified by now.”

Valentin Alexi’cacus, leader of that branch of the Society, curtsied. With his flowing blond hair, orange eyes, epicene features, and a tongue quick to distil Love’s complexities into corny prose, he was a suitable candidate to find his Twin. But what did I know? I was a Priestess, not one of the Erotes.

“No, Valentin, she’s not the help I called. I’m not that desperate. She’s passing by,” Dahlia clarified.

“We welcome your visit, lady Carys.” Valentin bowed to Ishana. “I am afraid we have not had the pleasure, lady...?”

“She’s just cargo.”

“Oh.” He returned his attention to me. Ishana was nearly pouting. I could tell she didn’t like Dahlia, and her dislike was spreading. Good. “Should you wish to join us, we would not refuse Aphrodite’s reinforcement.”

Shit was serious then. “What kind of inquisition is this?” I asked, pointing at the corpses turned into aberrations of nature. A handful of Prodigies seized the grisly company to compose elegies and paint the horrors of immortal death.

“Refugees from the Tiara,” Dahlia said.

“Pleasant people when not overcome by despair,” Valentin added.

“I’ve seen soldiers yesterday who were unlucky to cross another of Demeter’s Seeds and at least one Healer. Now, these poor dabs. Does this stampede have a reason?”

Dahlia and Valentin exchanged a look. “Haven’t your Messenger reported to you?” he asked.

“I don’t employ Messengers.”

“Bats and vultures don’t carry messages, have you forgotten?” Dahlia teased, brightening her new buddy’s humour. “King Egon is dead.”

“Dead?” She said it with such finality, as in “he is gone” instead of “he went on a short ethereal trip”.

“Yes, dead. By the pacifying hands of your sisters. Left a vacant throne for his son and his bastard daughter to fight over. And you know who always foots the bill for the nobles’ parties.”

I knew well. I may no longer live in the Orb or have witnessed its turbulent times, but some things ran in the blood, and they were hard to forgive. Bless the Tunic for no longer bending the knee to royal family or council.

Royal gossip wasn’t my favourite topic, but I heard about the northerners’ favouritism for Princess Briana. Egon and his father had been buddy-buddy with their neighbours and consolidated relations with foreign nations for a price that some powerful people considered too high. Briana’s stern, somewhat gruff personality reminded them of an age when the Tiara was stronger. The conflict wasn’t unreasonable. But it could be a huge thorn in my side.

“Not all are savages,” Valentin said, pitching his voice with measured emotion. “We gave many of them a chance. Multiple chances, even. I tried reason, passion, solace. May the Erinyes flail my skin if my words are foul!” He kept his fist pointed to the earth for some time. When none of the Fury Sisters erupted to punish him, he continued. “But they started stealing from our markets, burning our homes. Soon came the soldiers, carrying their fractured hearts in their blades, turning their backs to the virtues of the Gods. By Apollo, we had no choice!”

Dahlia glanced at me in a rare moment of mutual understanding. Valentin had talents to make his God proud, but unfortunately, he had not mastered a very important skill: silence.

“How fucked up is the Tiara?” I asked.

Dahlia frowned. “A lot, we must assume. They wouldn’t risk the anger of Apollo and Demeter for a mere squabble.”

“Or of any decent God, which all the Olympians are,” Valentin completed.

“You’re not planning on going there, are you?”

“I told you, I’ve got a delivery.”

It wasn’t enough to shoo her. “Are you plunging head-first into a civil war because of a cargo?”

Yes, I am. Unless you can arrange a ship for me, then I’ll be happy to never set foot in the north again. I wasn’t going to put that retort into words and risk them learning more than necessary. The Tiara was big enough that I could skip the most troublesome spots. All I needed was information.

“This one has her merits.” Namely fifty thousand gold coins. There was a stretch of silence. I looked up to find Dahlia and Valentin staring at me. “What?”

“That is quite...” Valentin, honoured as one of the greatest poets of the Society of Apollo, was at a loss for words. He waved his hand in the air, but Apollo refused to grant him inspiration.

“I’d never have guessed on my own,” Dahlia supplied.

I laughed, but it was a dry, scornful sound. There was a pang in my chest as if one of Dahlia’s thorns had grazed my heart. Blood rushed to my ears, deafening me to whatever Valentin was saying. I looked at the girl—

“By the Creator!”

She was gone. I turned to the garden in dismay, prepared to tear that whole place apart, certain she would’ve been caught in a hidden trap. Finding no sign of her, I stormed out of the backyard, ignoring my hosts’ confusion.

“Girl?” My shouts reverberated in the scrolls pinned to the walls, awakening the hundreds of tragedies written on them. “Girl!” Fuck, fuck! I filled my lungs with air, prepared to shout until Apollo’s palace trembled.

Then I smelled the fire.

Dahlia dashed past me, her heart beating faster than her legs could run. Outside, the Prodigies had paused their activities to watch as the fire spread across Dahlia’s bushes.

For a second, the Seed froze, stunned. Then, she raised her arms, fighting the flames with her magic while screaming for Apollo’s devotees to bring buckets of water. Some did. Some also tried to counter the blaze with their own magic. But whatever had provoked the fire, it proved stronger than Dahlia’s charms and the combined efforts to extinguish it. The enchanted bushes crumbled into piles of ashes, hundreds of leaves squirming as they shrivelled and died.

The fire’s hunger was not satisfied.

“You!” Dahlia cursed—at me, I thought at first. But her rage was directed at someone behind me. In the commotion, I had forgotten about my cargo, but there she stood, serene. “What sort of witchcraft have you cast against my garden?”

“You’re insane, Dahlia. The girl is no—”

“They whisper her name in their deaths!” she growled at me before turning back to Ishana. “I challenge you for a duel to death, witch!”

“She won’t—”

“I accept.”

Something exploded. Smoke whirled around the mansion. Valentin cried Dahlia’s name. Dread crossed her features as she probably remembered Damien, defenceless against the growing chaos. She ran towards the patio without another word. I grabbed Ishana’s wrist and ran in the opposite direction.
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Away from the burning mansion, the chilly evening breeze prickled my heated cheeks. My heart slowed down, and its slower rhythm was painful: it reminded me of Dahlia’s thorn, and with a growing sense of discomfort, I reached for my chest and plucked it out. Silly, but it made me feel a tad better.

For minutes, I waited for Ishana to say something. Nothing. The idea of perusing her heart unsettled me; I had done it back at Apollo’s temple, trying to figure out if she had truly started the fire. The raging fire, Dahlia’s accusations, the contagious panic, none of that had troubled her heart. No excitement, no fear, no remorse. Just a void.

But I was sure it had been her. I didn’t know how or why, but she had destroyed the meticulous work of a Seed of Demeter.

“You were awfully quiet there,” I said.

“What was I supposed to say?”

“Whatever you wanted.”

“Really?” I opened my mouth to answer, but now that she had started, the frustration gushed out of her. “Do you even know my name? It’s always cargo or girl or some of those awful monikers! I thought the whole reason for this idiotic outfit was to pass me off as a Priestess!”

I measured her from head to toe, tried to imagine her eyes gleaming red against the night, her heart beating in rhythm with Love, her twisted sword pacifying in the name of Aphrodite. Then drinking barrels of wine in celebration, sharing a bed with other Priestesses—impossible! A purple overcoat did not make a Priestess. She might not even pass the initiation rituals.

“For normal people, sure. But don’t go thinking you can deceive a high-ranked Prodigy and a Seed of Demeter.”

Her answer was a grunt. Resentment was such a bitter, vicious sentiment for that coy, nosy girl I had been escorting for the past few days that I feared she had been swapped by a changeling.

I picked up my pace and intercepted the chopsy girl. “Do you want to know what would’ve happened if I introduced you as a Priestess? As my partner? They’d have grilled you about who you are, where you come from, and you can bet they’d want a demonstration of your powers—the powers you don’t have! Now suppose I told them about our contract. What do you think would’ve happened then? I might as well be a rose in Dahlia’s fucking garden by now, and Aphrodite knows what they’d do to you! What they think about you means nothing! Don’t you see that their indifference, their scorn, is how I’m protecting you? Just for you to go there and accept Dahlia’s combat challenge!”

I was out of breath, my head pounding. Ishana stared at me with a red face but unwavering eyes.

“I could not let her defame me.” Inside her hood, a silver curl looped around her ear like a pearl. She tucked it back to safety. “The Healers you were talking about. Were they responsible for the sick corpses we found?”

I nodded to myself. Adjusting the lapels of my overcoat, I turned on my heels and resumed walking with Ishana by my side. Questions, answers, occasional jokes. That was safe territory.

“Aye. They heal either with medicine or plagues.”

“Then Apollo has the Prodigies, the Healers, and the Oracles?”

“That’s right.”

She rolled her eyes at me, feigning exasperation. “Priestesses have such an easy life!”

“Excuse me, do you think keeping the world safe from romantics is easy?”

Ishana sighed. “No matter what, there’s always Love songs, Love poems; one might say the world is full of Love!”

I choked on my saliva. It wasn’t her fault; she couldn’t possibly understand the impact of her innocent joke. A world full of Love! Imagine if my sisters heard my cargo talking like that.

“With parents like yours, I expected you to be more starry-eyed,” I redirected the conversation toward her.

“I have enough stars in my eyes for things that are worth their shine.”

“Every time you disdain Love, a heart breaks.”

Ishana snorted. “Hearts break when Aphrodite wants them to. Zeus has his thunderbolts, Hera her sceptre, and Artemis her bow. Love is nothing but Aphrodite’s weapon.”

In two sentences, Ishana rejected and spat on the very idea of Love. Her apathy towards sexual topics was prevalent; she neither disguised it nor was she inclined to discuss them. But given the opportunity, she could give a speech on the futility of romance. In that world, it was rare to find anyone who abstained from carnal pleasures. Those who didn’t practice it, alone or accompanied, enjoyed watching, writing, talking, or painting about it. The romantic and the erotic were always a hot topic.

My cargo was proving to be a seductive exception. What was going on in that little head of hers? At the moment, it was plagued by thoughts similar to mine.

“Have you found out what’s happening?” Ishana asked.

“Aye. Tiara’s pampered children are trying to steal the toy from one another.”

“Were you thinking of taking us north?”

“Still am.”

“Even with the war? Are you sure this is the wisest choice?”

“Wisest?” I laughed. “No. If you have a better plan, I’m all ears.”

Apollo, perhaps incensed with her, didn’t enlighten her.

“What do you want so much in the Tiara, anyway?”

“I don’t give a shit about the Tiara. But we must cross it to reach the Crown. Someone there owes me a favour. A favour expensive enough to get us a ship.”

Ishana considered it for a moment. Grey light seeped through holes in the trees. Birds chirped louder, closer. We left the corpses behind, which must mean things would get worse from now on.

“I have never visited the Crown,” she said at last.

“There’s a first time for everything.”

For better or worse, that journey promised several “first times”.


The Loveliest Vision in this Dark World

We stopped at the first inn I found after leaving Goldengrass. The place was decrepit and cheap, just the way I liked it. A moss-green carpet covered the floor; odours of past clients—shoddy beer, smoky tobacco, rancid sweat, anaemic blood—were trapped in its hairs. Oily blotches and peeling paint decorated the walls.

Our room was tiny. The back wall, where a statue of Aphrodite stood over the bedhead, was immaculate. Ishana looked around, the reason for her discomfort becoming clear as she inspected the bed. It was large enough to accommodate two, but we’d have to share it. I wasn’t going to spend more coins than necessary even with the discount given to Priestesses.

I took my boots and my gloves off. Ishana removed her overcoat and undid the ties that bound her hair. Silver strands whooshed like a flock of doves taking flight.

She turned to the bed, and our eyes met. My heart stood at attention, searching for an intangible danger. Ishana took her sword, climbed onto the bed with the measured steps of a cat, and lay on her back with the sword pressed to her chest.

“If even a strand of your hair touches me, I’ll slit your belly open, rip your guts out, and strangle you with them,” she informed me with calm propriety.

“Deal.”

Sleep didn’t come. Unfortunately, my cargo didn’t get the chance to go through with her threat since I spent most of the night out of bed, prowling the room, peering out the window, reading my hard-earned copy of Madame Bovary. It would be tidy to see how Emma and her clumsy heart would fare in the post-Vengeance world. How long would she last? Quite a lot, I bet. She might claim to be the most passionate woman in the world, but Aphrodite knew better. Impressionable minds didn’t ascend. Ephemeral passions fell prey to their own futility.

A twinkling dot of light constantly diverted my attention. My eyes registered words but made no sense of them, as if I was reading in another language. Until they left the pages for good to trek the lumpy topography under the blankets up to the uncovered head. Ishana’s hair sprawled on the pillow, framing her head with a silver aura.

Absorbed beyond rescue, I watched it like an astrologer would gaze at the moon and wonder about its secrets.

The silver light followed me into my dreams. At first, I did not know I was dreaming. If I had known, I would have tried to close my eyes, run away, or pinch my arms. As it was, I kept staring at the halo, aware of the moment when the girl retired to a deeper layer of sleep.

A shadow formed in the corner of my vision like a blotch of ink on paper. It grew until it obscured most of my left eye, while my right one was free to watch in horror as the shadow disentangled itself from the wall, revealing chubby arms, little hands and, in its fingers, a sharp object that resembled an alligator’s mouth.

An open scissor.

The figure of a young, fiendish girl loomed over Ishana. Her crooked mouth was wide with laughter, though no sound came out through her set of baby teeth. Leering at me, the child moved the scissor closer to Ishana’s chest. I wanted to move, desperately so. But I was chained to the chair. Chained by my unconquerable terror.

Steel met the fabric of Ishana’s shirt, too thin to stop the cruel ice from afflicting her... my... skin. And then I noticed the flimsy thread stretching from her hair to my chest. When I looked back up, the scissor severed it.

The cry I let out in the dream echoed in the waking world. Ishana was in front of me, shaking my shoulders.

“What was that?” she whined. “Why are you here? Are you hurt or something?” she shot one question after another, her eyes roaming over my body.

I raised my hand, and she stopped racking my brain. It took a few moments for me to acclimate myself to reality. Building up courage, I glanced at the bed. Sheets had fallen to the floor; one of the pillows was crumpled, the other smooth. No shadow, no monster.

“It was just a dream,” I said.

“A nightmare ow. And a hellish one by that!” When I offered no reply, Ishana gave me another scare by touching my hand with two fingers. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

What would I say? That Fates were playing tricks on me? That they had sent Atropos to terrorise my unconscious mind? Describing the dream would make it more absurd. More real.

“I can’t remember,” I said. Ishana gazed at me for a moment longer, then nodded.

Outside, it was drizzling. The inn offered a breakfast with puny bacon and what looked like mouldy bread. Not wanting to have my cargo dying of food poison, I took her to a nearby pub, where I got her a more sustaining meal of scrambled eggs, Stilton cheese, crisps, herb sourdough bread, and slices of a local, sour apple that was as good as their black coffee for waking up.

I drank coffee so she wouldn’t bug me about ignoring meals, but that morning, Ishana’s concerns were wholly on the food. She patted her belly once her plate was clean, leaning heavily against the chair. It was impressive how she ate so much and still looked like a stick.

The drizzle continued in an irregular rhythm through the lethargic morning, and after two hours, we were restless. I decided to resupply my bag and hit the road. Ishana didn’t complain about getting wet; she took the opportunity to step into puddles to further test the durability of her new boots.

“What was the first book you read?” she asked, jumping over a small pond that had formed earlier in the day.

“A Sappho poetry collection.”

Ishana took a deep breath, then recited, “Lovely sparrows drew you quickly over the dark earth, whirling on fine beating wings from the heights of heaven down through the sky.”

I stumbled on my own foot. “You know her?”

“Who doesn’t? It’s not everyone that earns Aphrodite’s graces.”

That she knew Sappho was natural. Every one of the Creator’s temples was adorned with gems, paintings, sculptures, offerings... and one verse from Sappho’s collection. Her work had been expanded after the Vengeance with the help of the Oracles in retrieving the lost fragments of her poems as well as new pieces written by the romantic shade. What impressed me was how Ishana faithfully remembered an excerpt from Ode to Aphrodite, and how she intoned the verses with the vehemence of someone who believed in them. Or wanted to.

“Inspired me to become a Priestess she did.”

Ishana frowned at me. “Do you mean to tell me that Sappho is the reason you became a Priestess?”

I shrugged, letting her meditate on that. Of course, Sappho wasn’t my sole reason to become a Priestess, but there were worse idols, right? Like Lyssa, who worshipped her father, one of Zeus’ bodyguards, but worked for the Goddess of Love.

In time, the drizzle ceased, giving way to a muggy day. Conversations were dropped as the unpleasant dampness seeped into our clothes. My forehead was melting with sweat, and I dilated my blood vessels to reduce my body temperature. All in all, a terrible day that made me rethink my decision to accept the contract. I had to force my legs up so I wouldn’t drag my feet. On one such occasion, something struck my heels, and it was thanks to years of perfecting my balance that I didn’t trip over.

“Oh, no, I am very, very sorry! It was oh, a terribly unfortunate blunder, my guardian!” My cargo pleaded her innocence with farcical emphasis, her reddened cheeks like a monster lurking below the surface.

“I need you to be more careful,” I said, allowing her to believe she had deceived me.

My revenge came two hours later when I accidentally bumped into her. My cargo didn’t enjoy the same poise and fell on a pile of mud.

“Is that how you treat your cargoes?” Ishana asked, pitching her voice up to show me how horrified she was.

“Only those with blue blood.”

“Do you hate nobles that much?” she asked after getting rid of most of the dirt. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t amusing to watch her tapping her butt.

“I hate everyone, no prejudice. I just prefer to keep my distance from the reptilians.”

Ishana did the unthinkable: she poked my belly in mock annoyance. To her immense satisfaction, it was my turn to flinch at the unexpected touch.

She disarmed my glare with a villainous smile.

Pastures, rivers, lowlands; the unending Belt stretched for five hours before I found a familiar city. I didn’t know which king or queen they had in mind when they named the centre of Haillikós, but it must’ve been someone with one big waist!

The hoods served as much to conceal our features as to mitigate the greasy wind exhaling from restaurants and shops that produced toiletries, perfumes, make-up. Once upon a time, there was a gallery that featured works sculpted from animal fat, but the Counsellors agreed that the artistic style was distasteful and closed the place. The kidnapping rate remained high in the area, though.

Ishana turned up her nose at the establishments.

“Are you hungry?” I teased to disguise my own disgust.

“I’ve eaten worse, but at least those meals had some dignity.”

“Worse?” Curiosity escaped before I could swallow it.

“As you said yourself, here I’m not a princess, not even of the air I breathe.”

Chunks of meat hung from hooks in the shop windows. The head of a pig dangled among them, its mouth widened in horror reminding me of Julien and how lucky the bastard was to live far from those cutlets, with someone who... loved him.

Ishana covered her nose and moved closer to me. So close that, with my hearing at a normal level, I heard her heart startle as she realised that the butcher shops would not be the worst part of our passage through Cosaór.

“Have you been to this place before?” an astonished Ishana asked.

“It’s not as bad as it looks.” Not when you were a warrior trained in the mystic arts and travelled alone. With a valuable cargo in your hands... at least ten times worse, I reckoned.

Duty compelled me to proffer my hand to Ishana. Without any qualms, she grabbed it for dear life as we entered the anthill known as the Valley of Happiness. Three miles of exploitation of human greed. Smuggled goods, cheap copies, stolen property. It was the cream of the mercenary world; the perfect place for the big-headed to spend all their coins on artefacts tabulated as “inestimable, indispensable”.

“Isn’t there another way out of here?” Ishana shouted over the salespeople and the trampling of thousands of feet.

“Of course there is.”

“Then why are we here?”

Harsh conditions gave better benefits. The Valley of Happiness was the heart of Cosaór, the spot from where the rest of the city developed. Meaning that if I didn’t want to waste hours on side streets, I’d need to take the shortcut. That wasn’t the best place to discuss strategies, so I held onto her hand with more resilience and tugged her onward.

On both sides of the street, on the ground, in windows and on balconies, vendors bellowed their offers and rattled their wares. Food markets offered a variety of menus based on all continents, and strange as it may seem, the food there was quite good. Fuel for people to keep buying.

One could find valuable items amidst the countless charlatans if one knew where to look. Before acquiring my pistol, I wielded a deadly crossbow bought in the underworlds of the Valley. In the end, it broke and cost me my fourth death (and, the next day, the umpteenth death of the vendor), but it was fun while it lasted.

The Valley had an atmosphere of its own. Its air was more charged than storm clouds, needier than the sun that could send only its warmth to the earth and not its brilliance. It had a heart of its own, lurking in the depths of the cobbled streets, luring moths with promises of light, and creating more Obsessives than any beauty on the continent.

The meaning of “order” was non-existent in the Valley. Elbows sank into soft flesh, bodies ran over dogs, horses, stalls, and each other. Standing still was impossible; you either walked on your own or were dragged along by the herd. The only ones who knew the ancient art of snaking through the mayhem unmolested were the pickpockets. Defying spatial physics, I pulled Ishana even closer, my fingers hurting from her vice-like grip. Strained muscles made her heavy as a statue, though this time our proximity wasn’t to blame.

During all that, a nasty thought made me smile: imagine if those arseholes suspected I was carrying the key to a treasure chest. We’d be dead in seconds!

Within the realm of possibility, I stood on tiptoe, searching for a way out of the labyrinth that wouldn’t entail fighting Asterius. I spotted a few escape routes, and any one of them would provide relief, but the idea was to sail north in the Valley’s turbulent river for as long as possible. Cosaór wasn’t the most pleasant of cities to spend the night in. It was rowdy with tourists and local hooligans, you could often hear animals being killed for the next day’s meals, and it had a big temple for the Band of Hermes at its main square. Surely word of my contract had reached Hermes’ ears by now. Like their God, the Messengers had a strange, often paradoxical, sense of honour. It was true that they thrived in gossip and the fast circulation of coins, but they wouldn’t go around spreading the news. Which did not mean I would sleep in the rooster’s nest.

So, north we must go. The compass in my bag—oh, you son of a bitch! The dagger jumped from my waist to the groin of the thief who tried to dig through my belongings. Incapacitated, the crowd crushed him.

I realised then that I was lighter than I had been in the last hour. There went my cargo, dragged by the neck by a rat, dirtier and more cunning than his partner.

Clenching my teeth, I swam against the tide. Arms and shoulders struck me like bulls’ heads; legs whirled around my ankles like eels. My eyes were stinging with sweat and heat. The weight of the backpack didn’t help; my own shoulders tried to knock me down. The ribbon tied across my chest rose to my neck. No matter how painful the blow, how sore my eyes were, I couldn’t lose sight of my cargo; losing her among that crowd could mean losing her forever.

A boot struck my knee, misaligning my patella. I clung to people’s shoulders to keep me afloat. Ishana’s overcoat was a lighthouse, but no matter how hard I rowed, I was losing the battle against the storm. I was losing her.

My heart roared in my chest. Charred blood fed my cells with ash. Focus stifled all my thoughts. Giving in to that furious energy, my mind expanded, snatching countless veins and arteries, and with a skull-piercing cry, I ripped them. Dozens of people tumbled with blood gushing from their mouths, creating a domino effect that slowed the impetus of the mass. But didn’t stop it.

Half-blind and with blood in my mouth, I ran. Commitment drove me as much as hate. Lose my contract that easy to the scum of the Belt? No fucking way! Even if I had to raid every lair in that city, slit the throat of every sick bastard, burn down every shop in the Valley, I would find...

I got rid of the herd, and the strings that kept me standing snapped. I fell to my knees at the entrance to an alley. A trickle of blood mingled with dirty water from the sewer. Following the trail, I found the thief choking on his own blood, and Ishana knelt by his side. The girl clutched her sinuous sword, the white blade tarnished with red.

My throat was arid. Hustling myself up, I ran on rusty legs, lifting Ishana from the floor. I inspected her clothes, her hair, groped her arms, her face. She was cold, her cheeks slowly regaining their temperature with the warmth of my hands.

“Did he do something to you? Any scratches, any—”

“I’m fine, Carys.” She clung to my arm with a firm but comforting grip. “But you’re bleeding.”

Her observation made me aware of the physical consequences of my impulsive use of Heart Magic. My knee stopped hurting, but it still pointed at the wrong angle. Three nails were shipped, pus percolating through the holes. Blood leaked from my nostrils, tattooing my face with carmine stripes. The deafening sound of dozens of hearts stopping at once obstructed my hearing. The dampness under my clothes wasn’t only sweating.

“I think I killed around fifty people at once.”

Ishana caught a droplet running down my chin on her finger. “All that for me?”

I considered her question. Truthfully, Abusing Heart Magic in public was dangerous. It left us exposed. Imposing spells like that were for emergencies or group missions, and for professionals. That had been an emergency, right? And what explanation could exist other than that girl?

“I couldn’t let someone steal my treasure,” I said.

“Bold of you to assume I’d let them take me anywhere I didn’t want to go.”

Initially, I thought her calm was caused by shock. But no. She knew how to wield a sword, and she enjoyed using it. Looking at the thief, the real surprise was that only his throat suffered.

“May I have some water?” she asked, bringing me back to our precarious situation, and to the realisation that I was still holding her face.

“Siŵr.”

Drops of water leaked from her mouth, rinsing traces of blood from where I had held her. I would like to say that my despair stemmed solely from the horror of losing the obscene reward, but I was unable to contradict the satisfaction and pride pumping in my heart. However, I was a professional, and as such, I knew how to rein in futile feelings.

“Clean your sword. We can’t stop here.”

Have I mentioned how much I hate the Belt?

After the incident, we continued down the alley and into the gut of darkness. I couldn’t face the crowd even if I wanted. Not before I got my doses of wine, food, and sleep. Not as efficient as my sisters’ medicine, but it worked well enough. Rascals and junkies were predictable; if it came to it, I’d deal with them. But they were rats, and as soon as they saw the colour of blood, they ran back into the shadows. None of the spying, mendicant eyes approached us.

Ishana hid her arms inside the overcoat, and in one of her hands, Keris was ready to suck more blood. Non-poisonous snakes were still lethal. How many had she killed? And how many of those had she killed with a smile on her bloodied face?

My rib cage stopped puncturing my chest with each breath I took. The air became less dense, less hysterical. Knowing we were leaving Cosaór decomposed my childish fear that we’d never escape from that place. Our spiteful cousins from Énotacht originally used the town as a depot for gold bullion. It should’ve been one of the most prosperous and fortified cities in the Belt. Something clearly went wrong.

We were halfway across the Belt, which meant we still had some lively two hundred and fifty miles to go.

“By Shakespeare!”

“What? Who’s Shakespeare?”

The confusion in Ishana’s voice struck me with indignation, and then a selfish touch of anger, and finally a strange vanity. “You never read his plays?”

“I never read any plays.”

“How can you live in Haillikós and not like theatre?”

“I didn’t say I don’t like it, I said I never read it. Now that you mention it, I believe I saw his name somewhere.” It made sense. Theatres of quality were expensive, and I didn’t expect Karl to let her venture into dramaturgy, but it wasn’t unusual to come across the announcement of a Shakespearean adaptation. “Anyway, isn’t it heresy for you to praise the name of a writer rather than the Goddess you serve?”

“Girl, oh girl, you have so much to learn! And for your information, William Shakespeare is not any mortal. I’m sure he has Aphrodite’s approval.”

If we ever had a lull in the journey, I’d introduce her to his works. Not that I cared if she liked them or not, I just wanted to spread the words of a tidy artist.

The horizon opened into vast swathes uninfected by humans, a sight that was like the first breeze of spring. It wouldn’t last. Civilisation would resurface divided: one side of elegant ruses, posh villas, and the self-assurance gold can buy; on the other, villages and little burghs, preserved green fields and rustic souls. Since those lovely villages were always at odds with their neighbours, I plotted a route that would leave us between urban nobility and pastoral vigour.

“You find pleasure in choosing the worst possible routes,” Ishana grumbled.

“I’d rather play against cacti than roses.”

“Roses at least have perfume and glow.”

“And thorns you never know where they’ll come from,” I retorted.

“Such small thorns! They might prick, but if there’s one thing I learned about you, Carys, is that you’re not afraid of bleeding.”

She went on, dreamily, about the time she visited a rose garden and how very few places since then compared to the beauty of that place.

“I thought you said you detested romance,” I teased, pleased when I saw her cheeks illuminated by two orange bulbs.

“I’m perfectly aware that Twins always loved to gift each other with roses, but it’s not about the romance!” Ishana protested. If she encountered a rose then, I was sure she would crush it. “Shouldn’t you show a better appreciation for your Goddess preferred flower?”

Despite her heated grumble, I couldn’t stop smiling. She was cute when she was angry. “I respect them. Doesn’t mean I have to like them. And you should know there were no Twin Souls in the past. Not like we have now.”

“But there was Love.”

“Aye, people could freely love and yet they acted like animals feeding on each other’s carcasses.”

I watched my mood souring as I’d watch a paper burning. Ishana, concentrated on the road, did not reply. Why were we even discussing that rubbish?!

Birds flew across the open field, performing acrobatics to impress us. Ishana raided my bag for some crumbs. Two of the dwt beasts approached, then a third and a fourth, pecking the little crumbs from her hand before dashing back to the safety of the skies. Ishana glanced at me, smiling. I nodded but kept my distance until the brave ones collected their reward; I couldn’t get closer, or my bloody pheromones would repel the birds.

“Would you live in a place like this?” she asked as cottages and small wood houses appeared in the distance. A few white grains dotted the greenery. Sheep, iconic inhabitants of Haillikós.

“Perhaps.”

“Can’t imagine there are many contracts around here.” She looked at me, expecting an answer that didn’t come.

A steel plate bade us welcome to the Cheese Empire. It was the first among several areas dedicated to the production and commercialisation of the product. Sliced, rounded; in the shape of a straw, cone, prism; spicy, smoked, grainy, oily, soft; cow, goat, moose; there were few types that the Belt didn’t specialise in.

“Oh, I’m feeling crooked!” Ishana said as we entered. I paid her no mind. As expected, soon her nausea turned into delight at the various scents, and she was playing at identifying each one. “Is that a camel?”

“Absolutely.”

They pampered the animal with fresh fruit and the attention of country children. It was preparation; later, they would milk the creature. At least the Empire treated its sources of income better than Cosaór.

“Camel cheese?” Ishana scrunched up her nose.

“They make cheese out of any milk, girl.”

“Including human milk?”

“Wrth gwrs.”

“Of course?” I nodded at her correct guess. “Have you... tasted it?”

I tilted my head, looking sideways at her. “You know the answer.”

“Oh. I don’t suppose it tastes good, does it?” I confess I hadn’t expected that question.

“Pretty much the same. The texture is strange, though. Feels like it’s bouncing round your tongue.”

Ishana giggled. I wasn’t sure if she believed me.

Noses wriggled as we passed. Trying to find out which animal had died and decomposed. Heads immediately turned away when they spotted the source of the offence against their cheesy aromas.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” Ishana asked.

“It’s supposed to be a badge of honour.” I shrugged. Few people had the guts to mention Aphrodite’s eau de parfum to a Priestess, especially not so casually. “It surprises me you aren’t bothered by it.”

“Guess I got used to it.”

I called her to follow me through a barn door. It swung open into one of the quietest pubs I’d ever known—and I visited countless pubs across Haillikós. Many of my contracts ended at pubs, slitting the throats of drunken targets, or terminating them like rats hidden in the basement. The atmosphere inside was gelatinous, bright and fluffy walls inspiring a yawn. I almost wished for someone to punch.

I picked a table in the back, relieved to rest my shoulders from the weight of my bag and stretch out my legs. A balmy breeze came in through the window behind me, blowing some of the heat off my neck. Ishana sat on the chair opposite me.

The server, a stout man wearing braces and baggy trousers, greeted us from a safe distance.

“What do you want?” Ishana looked from me to the server, surprised at the question. The shelves gave her no hint, so I decided for us. “A portion of sour cheese and a bottle of sweet red wine.” After the server left, I asked her, “You drink wine, right?”

“I drank it once or twice...”

“How abstemious.”

She spoke in low tones. Her eyes struggled to focus. Habit led me to her heart, which bared the weariness she tried to hide. Cooped up for so long in the dusty temple, our adventures were taking their toll. That day, in particular, had been hectic.

“You can take the hood off.”

Ishana hesitated, but agreed. When she lowered the hood, I could’ve sworn that, for the fraction of a second, a moist, salty fragrance stood out against the permanent scent of cheese. Stray hairs atop her head fluttered like someone releasing their breath after holding it for so long. The rest was firmly looped around the tie, and she kept it that way.

The server placed a tray with cubes of cheese between us and poured two glasses of wine. The sound of the red stream filling our glasses was soothing and invigorating. It had been two days since my last glass, a whole eternity!

Ishana stared down at her drink, her eyes the colour of wine. I raised my glass. “A toast for you. Today, you deserve it.”

A smile crept into her mouth, then our glasses clinked.

Despite my thirst, I waited so I could watch the girl’s reaction to her first sip. There were no grimaces, making me consider that her “once or twice” might’ve been a miscalculation. She lingered with the glass on her lips and didn’t drink much, savouring each drop.

I stayed in step with her, taking care not to turn it over in one go. It was an unusual rhythm. Whether it was me and my bottle or I had some of my drunk fellows with me, the booze hardly lasted more than a minute. There, I was breaking the wine’s components in my mouth, tasting each of them before swallowing, discovering new qualities to the flavours I was familiar with. Over the edge of our glasses, I was having a pleasant conversation with my companion, each gulp forming entire sentences.

Without waiting for me, Ishana impaled a cube of cheese. Her brow furrowed at the acidity, but she recovered quickly and, noticing the amusement in my eyes, she laughed. And not any laugh. Her mouth stretched out as far as it could, burrowing dimples at the corner of her lips, lightening a spark that kindled the brown in her eyes. It was unlike any smile she had given me so far, and I realised I was seeing her for the first time without masks, hoods, or pretensions.

Her face, so dreary before, shone like a distant and lonely star. It was then that I accepted her as more than mere merchandise.


Eros, that Sweet, Bitter, Impossible Creature

I slammed Ishana’s back against the ground. My legs wrapped around her neck like a hungry serpent. Her hands strained for the sword that fell out of her reach. She punched my calves, clawed at my heels, pinched the bits of soft flesh she found under my thick trousers.

She fought with admirable bravery, but her blows weakened, the panting reduced to a pained gasp. Her heartbeats grew weaker. Before the vacuum consumed them, I released her.

Her coughing came in urgent bursts. Colour drained from her face in fat drops of sweat. She touched her hand to her chest as if trying to soothe her heart. I waited until she regained some control.

“You’re getting better,” I said.

“Doesn’t look like it,” she answered in ragged breaths.

“You lasted ten seconds longer than last time.”

Ishana raised her eyes to me, and when she met my mischievous smile, she let out a defeated breath that resonated as a laugh.

“Dere ymlaen.”

She accepted my help to get up. Her hands were slippery, forcing me to hold her firmer as I lifted her. She stumbled on her own feet, and it was my arm, coming between us, that prevented a collision. Our noses were almost touching, Ishana’s breath coming hot on my face. Her other hand had landed on my arm; her fingers twitched, increasing their grip on me.

“You’ve grown.”

“W-what?” At once, Ishana took a step away.

“You’re taller than me now,” I pointed out.

“I was always taller than you!”

“That’s disputable.”

She scoffed, turning away from me to shake the dirt off her clothes. I had bought her a tunic and a pair of muslin trousers to serve as a training outfit. That one or two hours set aside daily to improve Ishana’s martial skills would add to the journey’s time, but the advantages outweighed the disadvantages. I wouldn’t risk losing the contract because of some half-witted knight or desperate peasant, and we were likely to meet that rabble in the Tiara. I was not an amateur like my stupid sisters!

Ishana approached a windmill, cooling herself in the ripples propagated by the blades. Her hair swayed, reflecting the scarce light coming from the incarcerated sun. Embraced by that peacefulness, she didn’t hear me encroaching on her personal space. When my fingertip skimmed over a strand of her hair, she jerked her head away.

“You scared me!”

“Sorry,” I mumbled, assailed by unprecedented embarrassment. What the fuck was I even thinking?

“That’s fine. I thought it was a bee or something.” Her heart wasn’t as placid. She curled her hair in front of her chest, smoothing out the strands as if they were bruised.

I arranged our paraphernalia in the bag, sipping from the wine bottle I had opened for breakfast. Ishana threw the overcoat over her training outfit and shielded her head with the hood.

“Hungry?”

“No.”

I almost nudged her with my elbow but stopped myself in time. “And to think that on the first day, you said your belly would turn inside out.”

Ishana laughed at the memory. “Is that a complaint?”

“It’s a disappointment on the best side.”

She scrunched her nose, then shook her head. “How long did it take for you to learn to fight like that?”

“Three years taught me enough techniques. Then the world taught me the rest.”

“Three years and someone becomes a Priestess?”

“Being a true Priestess is less about training and more about devotion. And that is eternal. Theoretically. But to answer your question, students of the Order go through a series of studies and rituals, which usually take five years. The last two years are for putting into action what we learned in the first three. That’s when most go insane.”

“Does that mean you did or didn’t go insane?” Her sass concealed a genuine question.

“The trials were easy for me. I was already crazy before joining the Order.”

Ishana chewed over my words. She and her people referred to the Creator, but I was yet to see a display of loyalty. Many adopted the figure of Aphrodite as the Supreme Goddess without much thought to the matter. They praised her Love in the same proportion as they feared her wrath. If she exacted vengeance once, what would stop her from doing it again? Next time, it might be nothing left of the world.

“Don’t men join the order?” Ishana asked.

“They do.”

“I’ve never heard of Priests.”

“That’s because they’re known as Priestess. It’s sort of a gender-neutral title it is. Love and desire have no gender, after all,” I explained.

Ishana arched an eyebrow. As expected, she had caught my meaning. “Are you saying Aphrodite, the embodiment of Love and desire, has no gender?”

I shrugged. “If she can change her own and other beings’ gender, why would she limit herself to one?”

She lip-rolled. “That power would’ve been useful a year ago. Can you access this magic?” she asked, ignoring my questioning gaze,

“It’s a tough one, so it’s usually performed by two or more Priestesses.”

“Who knew Priestesses did something other than kill.”

“Hey!” I nudged her. “Priestesses are versatile. Of course, killing fills the soul with more hwyl than chanting hymns, but you gotta do what you gotta do.”

Once more, I imagined Ishana on an official purple mantle. Sometime in the years that she spent by herself, she developed a fighting style that showed an acute discernment of her strengths and weaknesses. In training, she was assertive but also receptive to my instructions. Instead of chiselling a warrior out of crude stone, all I needed was to refine the sculpture she had been working on. Her veins abounded in willpower, though every so often I wondered at what—or whom—that energy was aimed at. Ishana cultivated her skills like a warrior preparing for war, not a princess returning to her castle.

In some small ways, she resembled a livelier and less alcoholic version of my younger self.

A tug at my sleeve interrupted my reveries. Ishana was pointing at a family of horses playing in the bright grass. The youngest of them neighed and raised himself in athletic front legs. Ishana’s heart leapt as high as the horse’s.

“There are plenty of wild horses in the Tunic,” I said to the wind. Her mouth formed an “O.” “Horses, foxes, seals, otters, falcons. And if you think this is incredible, you should’ve seen the farm where I was born. We lived among sheep and ponies and dragonflies, played with dogs as big as wolves!”

Ishana forgot the animals of flesh and bone to run wild in the wings of her imagination. An urgency to keep talking had seized me, but now I baulked at the cruelty of it. For I could not show her those things; I could never take her to the place where I lived. I scratched my arms, self-conscious. How easily those memories had slipped into inadvertent words, betraying my resolve to never talk of them again.

“And the dragons,” Ishana said, her smile small but enough to uncover the dimples on her cheeks.

“Can’t forget about our legendary pets,” I agreed with a wink. “Have you ever had an animal companion?” Ishana had a knack for drawing others into her chatter. Befriending the cargo wasn’t part of the job description. But talking to her was effortless. This affinity between us was no scheme, no plot. It was... natural, I dared say.

“I like them, but no. Guess I’m too detestable for them.”

“Why do you say that?”

She shrugged, taking a step away from me. “Animals are wise. We can’t hide our rotten hearts from them.”

“Neither from Priestesses.”

Ishana scoffed at my joke.

Houses of rough wood or brick grew in the land like ugly trees. Muscled dogs helped the peasants guard the oxen and scare away foxes and wolves. Piles of dung attracted flocks of flies. Ishana shielded her nose with the hood.

She didn’t notice when I stopped. I pulled her back, silencing her protests with a finger to her lips. Her alarmed eyes showed that the touch was more encouraging than the order it contained. When she quieted, I pointed to a house about ninety feet ahead, the breeze colder against my damp finger.

Two men were staring at each other, six feet apart. They could’ve been chatting like two civilised people, but their posture indicated otherwise.

“What are they doing?”

To answer her, the men drew their swords. The one on the right was a second faster and shed the first blood from an unprotected arm. A disjointed, slow dance ensued, both fearing to lose their lives in what was likely an imbecilic feud between rival families.

“Who are you barracking for?”

I frowned at the question. Ishana didn’t notice, engrossed in the miserable theatre.

“The house owner will win,” I decreed.

“Who? The one who lost first blood?”

“That’s the one that is.”

We soon had the result. The wounded man, pretending a much worse injury, made a feint with his right, then noticing his opponent had fallen into the trap, altered the course of his blade to stab him in the belly. I imagined the plonker muttering “I’ve been murdered! Oh, villain!” as he fell, the sword still wedged into his guts. Scenes like that were much more entertaining on a renowned stage, especially when the actors were Priestesses.

“Boring,” Ishana agreed.

The wife ran from inside the house into the arms of her champion. A little girl clapped, and the eldest son spat on the corpse. When the swordsman saw us, his vanity invigorated, he squared his shoulders.

“Hold your horses, D’Artagnan, we’re just passing through.” He knew it wasn’t a request.

“You are Priestesses.” I didn’t confirm or deny it, but he made me stop and listen when he said, “You can help us achieve peace.”

My purse was getting thinner by the day, and the journey was far from over. Indulgences were stealing my coins at a terrifying speed. Blessing a home to a couple wanting children helped, but not enough. Death was always more expensive than life.

“How many coins we talking about?” I opened the negotiations.

“This vermin”—the man pointed at the corpse with the bleeding sword point—“has been troubling us for months! I’ve already lost a brother and an uncle—”

“You lost them?”

“I mean...” he swallowed hard. “They came back, sure, but you must know, Priestess, no one is the same after the first death.”

No, they were not.

“How big is this army?” I asked.

“The Greywood,” the man spat. “A family of fifteen. At least ten can fight.”

“Better than that one, I hope.”

“Why didn’t they come all at once?” Ishana asked.

“They are hyenas, Priestesses. They toy with life, have no honour!”

Fucking Olympus. I was not being paid to listen to that melodrama. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“We can’t afford to pay you—” I let out a mocking laugh. “But we can give you food. Bread, cheese, meat, honey. Wine.”

I sighed. I could survive without food, but Ishana didn’t have the same luck. And more wine was always grand. “Got a contract?”

The coward ran three fingers across the open wound on his arm and offered his hand. I drew the dagger and opened a gash on my palm. “That cornucopia better be big, old man.”

“What about her?” he gestured to Ishana, showing her his dirty blood.

“You worry about me.”

We signed the contract. It wasn’t a formal transaction, but if Priestesses had to rely on yellowing parchment all the time, most of our deaths would be by starvation.

According to the man—Mr Seacock—, the bellicose Greywood lived two miles away in an old house that once served as a dwelling for barons. Young Seacock added that all the women in the family were ugly as Cyclops. Mrs Seacock contradicted him by stating that the discord had started after a marriage between her son and the Greywood firstborn went awry. Mr Seacock was vehement in denying it, claiming that the feud started because of his younger brother, who after losing money at the cards vowed to drain the Greywood of their blood, and now all the Seacock were paying for the insult.

“For all I care, you can all go to Hades,” I quashed their prattle.

After we left, they continued bickering about the source of the intrigue.

“Will you require my assistance?” Ishana asked, hurrying to follow me.

“You assist me by not being an annoyance.”

I couldn’t leave her behind with the Seacock. Things would get bloody, though.

“I met people like them before,” Ishana said, glancing over her shoulders. “An army instead of a family. They professed unity and wore a crown, talked about freedom and tyrannised the feelings of others.”

“The world is infested with them. The broken promises, the falsehoods, the wars, the blood...” The lack of Love, I omitted. “All responsible for angering Aphrodite and sentencing us to darkness.”

On instinct, my eyes rose to the Constellation of Vengeance. Even at the peak of the morning, it could be seen from anywhere in the world. For and against Aphrodite, they spilt blood. Sometimes I wonder about your plan, Goddess. Are we to embrace our vicious, heartless nature... or else?

Ishana followed my gaze. She raised a hand to the sky, and as if her fingertips had ink, she outlined the imaginary yarn that sewed up the tearful face of the Goddess of Love.

“A mythological beauty,” she said. After a few steps in silence, she noted, “You’re quieter than usual, Carys.”

“I need to focus.”

She hummed as if trying to decide if she should let me off the hook. She might not be good with innuendos, but her bullshit detector was annoyingly efficient.

“Do you prefer to kill Lovers or normal people?”

The grass being crunched beneath our feet muffled my sigh. “Sending Lovers to Aphrodite’s golden palace is my duty.”

“And sending non-Lovers to the void is your pleasure?”

“Those who deserve it.”

We reached the Greywood residence, an old house that suffered from a severe case of identity disorder. Wooden walls followed bricks and ended in stones; one section of the ceiling bent upwards like a pointy hat while the other sloped downwards. Torches on the outskirts of the house cast shadows on the trees, making the leaves undulate like ghosts. From inside, men screamed, their revolt echoing through the woods that served as their backyard. Their hearts pounded like hammers on steel.

I unsheathed my dagger, keeping it low to avoid meeting my reflection. Killing them would do no good; they’d crawl out of their graves and the feud would continue, worse than before. I’d be long gone, with a basket of food and a clear conscience. However, during my walk there, an idea lodged in my head, and I fiercely wanted to act on it now.

“All right. How can I help?” I turned to Ishana, staring at her as my mind processed her question. “Remember when you blessed the house for the couple? You said I couldn’t help then, but if there was a more forward contract, you’d include me.”

I said that to keep her from pestering me during the ritual. Truth is, I could do it all by myself; it would be quicker and easier and less likely to fail. But not going to lie, I was curious to see the girl in action.

A cow mooed in agreement with its rabid owners. I looked from my hungry dagger to the stall.

“Here’s the plan.”

As I explained, her pupils widened. She swallowed hard when I included her in the strategy but not once she protested. Ishana, I learned, was not completely averse to romance: she swooned over malice, flirted with cruelty, blushed like a virgin at the mention of brutality. And when I told her the entire plan, her smile was as twisted as a broken spine.

We tiptoed to the stable. Six hearts yawned; four others were complaining of hunger. Three windows on each side of the large stall provided the perfect opening for sneaky heroes. Ishana gave me a boost, and reaching the base of the window, I pulled her up. Together, we dropped on the other side with the grace of cats, disturbing not even the shadows. But my natural Priestess scent stuffed the air, ruining the time we bought with our carefulness.

With no occasion to choose, my dagger tore into the stomach of the nearest cow—luckily, it was a fat one. I shoved Ishana under the ripped belly and the blood washed over her like an icy waterfall. The girl shivered, gasped, muttered what could’ve been curses or blessings. I had no time to laugh, but that was a scene I would treasure forever.

As Ishana struggled to regain control, I slipped beside her and into the space between the animal’s viscera. It stank of dung and angst, but there was something else there, a thrilling and sweeter odour, as I held Ishana to me to prevent her from passing out. Her face and her precious hair were covered in shades of red. With my free hand, I spread the cow’s goo over blank spots on my chest.

By the time one of the Greywood kicked open the barn door to investigate the disorder, we had already exited by the other side. The man sounded the alarm, and on cue, the other cows started bellowing and tramping about in collective hysteria. Everyone, whether fighters or farmers, took up arms. A child held a stick, eager to impress but unable to contain her tremors.

Grotesque noises echoed through the house as if gigantic slugs crawled along the walls. The child wanted to cry, her tears averted by her aunt’s reproach. But when a disfigured, blood-soaked ghost appeared at the window, the two wailed and ran in circles as if trapped in a maze.

Downstairs, footprints appeared on walls and on the floor, one set belonging to a human, the other to their dead cow. A woman cried, and when two youngsters tried to rescue her from the invisible monster, the logs in the fireplace burst into scarlet smoke. The more they shooed it, the denser it became. Shielding their nose was hopeless. The smoke penetrated their pores, strangling their circulatory system, congesting the delivery of blood to the heart and the cells.

Red sap dripped from a tree and onto the sword of a Greywood who ventured into the darkness on his own. He shook the weapon, and unable to remove the substance, touched it. That was when the dread visions beset him; terrible nightmares projected by a corrupted soul. A shame I couldn’t watch it.

The spectre roamed the house—two spectres, but as the difference in size and body structure was minimal, and the despair in constant rise, it was impossible to tell them apart. Torches went out in a single blow and the blood-melted stub refused to light again. The maimed cow mooed too close to their ears but was nowhere to be found.

The aunt grabbed two children and fled, shouting “Forgive us! Forgive us!” until they disappeared into the woodland.

The Greywood were a stubborn family, in this much the Seacock were right. Ghosts would not sway them to abandon their home; they needed one last convincing act. Coughing up blood, Mr Greywood gathered the young men around him, commanding them to raise their blades, a variety of swords, spears, and axes. Shafts and grips trembled along with arms.

“Raise our blades against the stars?” one of them vocalised the fear of his folks.

“Against anyone!” the old man roared. And as the echo of his roar faded, another explosion filled the silence: the head of the impertinent Greywood cracked and, after a dramatic pause, split in half. Blood gushed out like fireworks, raining down on the members who watched the carnival, petrified.

As calculated, the remaining Greywood dropped their weapons and stampeded for salvation, a prayer on their unholy lips.

Empty of barons and Greywood, only the two souls remained at the big house. One of them was inside, her thoughts so heavy I could feel them weighing on me. I gave her some time.

Free to explore the mansion, I confiscated some bullets, a short sword with small sapphire stones on its silver handle, a box of jewellery, and a pot of grounded pepper. Carpets and cushions padded bare rooms, an old harp sardined between two sofas the only artifact among the decaying comfort.

Seconds later after I left, Ishana limped through the front door. The breath caught in my lungs. I gave credit to beauty where it was due, and Holy Aphrodite, she looked like a fountain of blood in the shape of a girl. Even the mythological splendour of her silver hair was dyed with a colour similar to mine. Red suited her well.

“You gave those two quite the scare,” I told her, taken aback by the pride I heard in the loud echo of my voice.

Ishana was staring at her crimson hands and feet. “I never... in all my life... thought I’d submit to a thing like that! What would Karl say if he saw me now? What would my parents—”

“You agreed.”

“I didn’t! I didn’t think it’d be like this! I—” Her arms fell, scarlet sweat streaming down them.

I hadn’t realised I was smiling until my mouth dropped into a scowl. “I see. You’d rather I was like your other nannies. Don’t walk alone, Ishana, it’s dangerous. Don’t look at the sky, Ishana, you might get scared. Don’t eat that, princess, it might poison you. Stay here, sit down, get up; here, put on this leash!”

Ishana stared at me as if at a ghost she wasn’t sure existed. Her eyes were puffy, a crimson ring around them. Her red-painted lips indulged in a discreet smile.

“Is that what you prefer?” Ishana lowered her head and shook it. In two large steps, I closed the distance between us and seized her chin, raising her eyes to mine. “Say it.”

For a moment, she recovered that insolent expression I came to appreciate.

“I prefer you.” I was not sure what I had expected her to say, but I felt lighter.

We’d need to wait a few hours, make sure the Greywood wouldn’t return in a drive of imprudence. Leaving Ishana to guard the place, I carried the corpse to the middle of the road. Scarlet tendrils dangled where the head had been, drawing ghostly trails on the earth. It would take at least four weeks to restructure and then for his soul to find its way out of the dark.

“She did well, didn’t she?” I asked my beheaded friend. “I’m an excellent teacher, sure, but at the end of the day, she’s not as fragile as I was told. Bunch of sheepheads. You better hope our paths don’t cross again, Karl. Maybe—just maybe—she could become a good Priestess.” As I meditated on that idea, a crazier one occurred to me. “After I complete the contract and get my chest of gold, I could make an offer, couldn’t I? Better to become an assassin than a Lover. Ia, you’re a smart one. Huna mewn hedd.”

Ishana had filled a bucket with water and was using it to rinse off the excess. Her hair was wet, but blood and viscera still clung to her precious silver. She tried to push the bucket towards me, but her strength faltered, and she gestured for me to avail myself. I knelt by her side, splashed water across my face, and gargled to wash the rotten taste from my mouth.

I held out my hand. I suspected she wouldn’t understand my request, but after a few seconds, Ishana gave me her arm. Checking her pulse—not that I needed physical contact for that, but it seemed courteous—, I confirmed her slower heart rate. Typical; I just needed to keep my ear attuned to make sure it wouldn’t decrease below normal levels.

“Do you mind if I take the blood off you?”

“Take?” Ishana asked, groggy.

“It’ll be hard to clean it with water. I can use Heart Magic to absorb it off you.”

“Will it hurt you?”

I smiled at her concern. “After I spent so much blood on spells, it’ll actually help me.”

She nodded in agreement. Barely touching, my fingers slid up her arms, sponging up wet and dry blood. Matter collected at my fingertips and was purified before being authorised into my bloodstream.

Reaching her shoulders, I pressed down with gentle strength on her muscles, tendons, and ligaments. Knots untied, allowing for blood to flow more comfortably and supply her limbs with refreshing waves. Under my touch, her rigid skin softened. Ishana laid her head on my chest, her aversion to physical contact, at least for now, forgotten.

“Where did you learn this?” she asked, her voice a sedate whisper.

“It is part of the Priestesses’ handbook,” I answered in the same tone. “When they work together, it is common practice to exchange massages after work.”

“It’s good.”

“I have lost the knack. You should have seen Agnes. Her massages are close to divine.” Or so I thought. She was the only one I allowed to massage me, so I had no comparison.

“I don’t want Agnes. She didn’t want me.”

It was a little more complicated than that, of course.

My fingers galloped up Ishana’s neck. I plumped up her cheeks, untangled the wrinkles on her forehead, and smoothed her eyebrows. My knees ached; if I kept like that, I’d soon fall on my arse and make a fool out of myself. To not disturb Ishana, I sat down with my legs spread open, fitting her in the middle. She made herself quite comfy, using my shoulder as a pillow and my chest as a mattress. Poor dab was so exhausted she lost her sense of space. But I could not say I was uncomfortable.

Pulling the bucket closer, I cupped small amounts of water to wipe her face and neck, absorbing what remained of the blood.

“Can I touch your hair to cleanse it?” I asked. Ishana buried her face in the crook of my arm, and I took that as an authorisation. She didn’t even flinch when I splayed my palm on her head, sucking in every last red drop until her hair returned to its pristine silver. “It is all right, now.”

Droplets of water, white and red, rode on the pulsing veins across her neck and wrists. Her heart scratched at her back as if trying to tear the flesh free. But it could not be hers... and it was not. I looked down at my chest, irritated at the beast reeling in its cage. High doses of adrenaline in such a short time have their sequelae.

Struggling to keep her eyes open, Ishana turned her head slightly, setting her eyes on me. Her mouth opened, trying to speak. I moved my ear close to her mouth, her warm breath chasing the cold away.

“Don’t take me to the island,” she said.

“Sleep now, okay?”

“They’ll kill you.”

I giggled. One joint gig and she was already feeling indispensable to my survival? I spoke, making sure she could see my lips and be certain of my conviction. “I will protect us.” And I embraced her tighter, so there would remain no doubt about my competence as her guardian. In the next minute, Ishana was fast asleep.

All was fine. Everything was under control. If someone appeared, I could sense the intruder and react before wrong conclusions got us in trouble.

Ishana’s body lost all tension, became light as a feather. Her peaceful breathing was a mesmerising contrast against her blood-soaked clothes. I have not become a babysitter, I repeated to myself. That was indeed standard procedure among Priestesses, and I had followed it with relative fidelity in my years with the Order. Except that Ishana was not a Priestess. And I had never allowed my sisters—anyone—to use me like that, let alone in the open, with no walls to restrict Nature’s spies.

No one showed up. It was late when the girl stretched, putting a little too much weight on me. She spread her arms, and her clumsy fingers got tangled in my hair.

“Oh!” Ishana started, turning her head to find who was behind her. “You... what happened?”

First-timers were funny. “You scared the shit off some bastards as a blood ghost, I helped you clean up, you murmured some nonsense, and then you fell asleep on top of me. Does any of this ring a bell?”

Ishana swallowed hard. “I remember the attack on the Greywood and well, me using you as my teddy bear is hard to refute. But you said I murmured things?”

“Some shit about not wanting to go to the island and how I could be killed if you slept. I don’t know which is more absurd!”

“Right?” She laughed in a pitch louder than usual. “Are those symptoms normal?”

“I’d be shocked if you didn’t have them.”

“Glad to know I’m normal.”

“Normal? No fucking way. You wouldn’t have survived by my side.”

Ishana smiled and my lips imitated hers. She looked down, at the point where our bodies were linked by our navels.

“I should probably get up now.”

“Please, I want to breathe again.”

“Fuck you.”

Ishana covered her mouth with her hands. I burst out laughing. “Ladies and gentlemen, do not trust this pretty face in front of you, for there is a monster hiding behind it!”

I set fire to the house, taking care that it didn’t spread to the thicket. Curious people cautiously approached to admire the gigantic bonfire. After we left, some of them joined in putting it out, hoping there would be riches to loot.

At the Seacock farm, I reported our success without including too many details. The beholden family delivered a generous basket with everything we agreed upon, plus a bag of hard, salted meat, and offered us a bed for the night. It wasn’t an invitation founded on kindness, but on the fear that the rivals would return. Not my problem if they did. However, Ishana was still tired. Recalling that I spent a week stumbling over my own shadow after my first bloodbath as a servant of the Creator, I took pity upon her.

I checked the vacant bedroom: a cubicle with a bed, a thin carpet, and a nightstand. Nothing luxurious, perhaps not even comfortable, but for the night it would be better than the road.

“You sleep here. We leave tomorrow,” I said.

Ishana examined the room suspiciously. “What about you?”

“I prefer to sleep under the stars.”

I posted myself outside the house with the guest room on the other side. The walls were thin, and through them, I could keep watch on Ishana’s heartbeats. Right now, they were scuttling about, but nothing to fret about.

I plumped up my bag and closed my eyes with the Constellation of Vengeance watching over me.

We set off the next morning followed by three tranquil days. I sold the pompous short sword to a blacksmith for eight gold coins plus fifteen silver coins. The jewels were more troublesome; I had to auction them off to assorted sellers, raising fifty extra gold coins when I was done. All along, I kept a watchful eye on Ishana to ensure that our joint contract would not haunt her.

After the initial horror, the Greywood’s misfortune didn’t bother her. She continued her list of questions about the Priestesses, and as we came upon a red trail leading into the forest, the blood did not unnerve her. A chance presented itself to assist in childbirth. There were no Guardians of Hera or Virgins of Hestia around, and the reward was mere bronze coins, but I accepted the task to give Ishana another insight into my world. I nursed the mother with Heart Magic, leaving the girl to follow the doula’s instructions.

I was glad to see her hands remain steady during the delivery. She brought the tiny sack of bloodied bones out of the womb, and upon seeing the world, it started crying in Ishana’s arms. She looked across the bed at me, raising an eyebrow as if the whole business was ludicrous. My legs shuddered like jelly, and I was not glad about it.

On the fourth day, we resumed training. Dagger in hand, I performed a series of strokes and slashes. Ishana dodged them all with agility and precision, mustering the courage to attempt bolder counterattacks. One of them, to her immense satisfaction, cut into my defences and my arm. But again, I kicked the crooked sword out of her hands and brought her down, my legs around her neck. Victory looked easy.

Until my opponent surprised me.

Ishana contorted herself in a way I’d never seen her do, as if her body was made of jelly, forcing me to loosen my grip before she distorted my fibula. With one foot, she retrieved her sword, and before I could react, she was on top of me, one knee squeezing my belly, the blade at my throat, savagery in her eyes.

It was a formidable sight.

“Do you give up?” she demanded.

“The fiddle is in the roof.”

It took a while for her to comprehend my answer. Realising she had me at her mercy, she released me and offered her hand.

“Perhaps I have a warrior’s blood,” she smiled, somewhat bashfully.

The predator in me had to take advantage of it. I captured her in one of my arms. Using my free hand, I scraped her head with my knuckles. Ishana squirmed, kicked about, called me a crazy bitch. I pushed her as I fell back to the ground, my belly burning from laughing so hard.

“Oh, you viper!”

I raised my arms to defend myself, but Ishana was undeterred. She jumped on me, poking, pinching. I tried to bite her arm, ruffle her hair. She evaded me or simply countered my advances with her own. Then we were rolling in the grass, trading dabs that lost their impetus with each strike. My clawing turned to tickles. Her grappling became tender.

I won the rematch. Ishana ended beneath me, cuffed at the wrists. She stopped struggling, her face tinged red, her hair sprawled across the grass, utterly dishevelled.

“Always keep your guard up,” I said, panting way more than the exercise demanded.

“You tricked me,” Ishana complained in an incredibly soft, breathless voice.

“The world is not fair. The war will not be fair. You need to be prepared for anything; anyone can be an enemy.” I lowered my mouth to her ear, my lips brushing her lobe as I whispered, “If you falter, you may fall into the claws of a dove.”

Her own lips grazed on my cheek as she said, “I thought doves were innocent animals.”

“Maybe those living in the Creator’s cages. But those who live here, among mortals? They’re most perverse.”

Ishana shuddered when I stretched the ‘s’. The scent of the ocean in the silver hair enraptured me. I tilted my head, nuzzling her cheek, catching a whiff of her sweaty skin...

Her knee buffeted my stomach. I fell away from her, gasping for air. Our proximity had capped the force of the strike, but she had hit my fucking pancreas.

“Lesson learned,” she said, towering over my curled form, tapping the foot of the offending leg.

“You do have a warrior’s blood, girl,” I conceded once I recovered my breath. She saw me struggling to get up and didn’t offer to help. Lesson learned, indeed. “Let’s hope you make good use of it when the time comes. Also, I heard that. Two more days and we should reach the Tiara.”


She who Outshone all others in Beauty

Ares’ presence became tangible one mile from the border. The red-violet sky got darker as more blood was spilt; in regions with higher concentrations of sun rays, blotches of magenta were like haematomas. Gravel and cobblestone turned into slabs of solid lava. Jokes blurred into insults, passions into hatred, hot tempers searching for an excuse to fight. Ishana’s neck reddened with how much she scratched it, unsettled without apparent reason.

Immediately, I knew the Tiara was in deep shit.

“Wait.”

Ishana stopped, examining me. “Are you scared?”

“Follow me and shut up before I break your teeth.”

She giggled. When had I lost my bad girl reputation?

The Maiden’s Garden was on alert. Most of the inhabitants were holed up in tree-shaped houses or petal-dressed pubs, watching from the windows. Those who were outside kept close to the Seeds of Demeter who called the village their home. A group of Guardians of Hera was there as well, royal blue and mossy green robes enveloping them like stormy clouds. They nodded in greeting but kept their hands firmly in their weapons. I approached one and asked about the situation. In a curt report, the Guardian told me of a raid frustrated by the Seeds and of other small, disorganised skirmishes. They came as reinforcement.

“They’re... colder, than I expected,” Ishana said.

“They’re diplomatic, that’s all.” I had nothing against the Sisterhood of Hera. In truth, it was one of the rare Pantheonic Cults whose existence I appreciated. While others secretly—or not—sought glory, the Guardians’ sole purpose was to empower and protect women against the beasts of civilisation. If Aphrodite hadn’t seduced me to her lap, I might’ve kissed Hera’s ring.

None of the inhabitants cared to welcome us or even paid much attention to two Priestesses entering their village. When war comes to your doorstep, there’s little room to worry about romantic drama.

Flowers outlined the streets, adding gloss to poorer houses and more pomp to the riches, perfuming the village with timeless spring. Shrubs and foliage were trimmed in a variety of designs, many of those dedicated to Demeter, Gaia, Persephone, and nymphs. Even Helios got a shrub to his name as a consolation prize.

“All right, this place is more beautiful than that rose garden,” Ishana said, her pupils blooming like little carnations.

One of the village’s main attractions was the Chloris’ Gallery, one mile worth of street enclosed by living walls that led to sculptures and gardens exclusive to those who paid the entry fee. As I had hoped, the place was empty. A gold coin secured our passage and a guarantee that no one else would enter before we left.

“I don’t reckon we’ll get to the Tiara from here,” Ishana noted.

“Brilliant deduction, Watson.”

Sparrows, nightingales, blackcaps, and skylarks graced our stroll with background music. Plenty of flowers, perennials and annuals, natives and foreigners, offered cosy nooks for nests. Dedication and patience were keywords for the Seeds of Demeter; two attributes I never had. Slitting someone’s throat was way faster and more satisfying than watching a plant grow.

I picked a blackberry from a bush and flung it into my mouth. Its soft, ripened flesh dissolved between my teeth. Warm juice exploded in my mouth.

“Good?” Ishana asked.

“Tastes like blood.” She plucked one for herself and ate it. “So?”

She flashed me a scarlet grin.

We came to a bower of lilies and camellias! Benches of polished stones circled a blue aster-shaped fountain. A sparrow was sipping from it but shot away as soon as it heard us.

I sat on the bench, tilted my head back, and inhaled the perfume of flowers I knew and others I did not. It smelled like the coppice near my farm. My mamau knew the trees where I made my hideout, but they never trespassed. It was my sanctuary; a small stretch of land where the sun shone brighter. During summer, I could almost see the yellow sunbeams touching the treetops, reaching out to me.

“Oh, Carys!” Ishana plucked a red camellia. She twirled it between her fingers as she swayed back and forth on the balls of her feet. “I didn’t know you were a romantic!”

“Come ‘ere, love, and I’ll show you how romantic I can be.” I tapped the empty seat next to me. Ishana gazed down at the flower like someone who wanted to crush it.

But then she came and sat by my side.

“It’s choice here,” she said.

“Aye. Take it in, store it in your memory, so when things get ugly, you can look back at it, and maybe they won’t be so awful.”

Ishana shifted beside me. Her arm brushed mine, and instead of moving away, she let it there. “Is that why you brought me here?”

“No one can say I’m a complete brute.”

Blackcaps chatted among themselves, filling the silence. I imagined Ishana on my coppice, sitting by my side as we admired the imprisoned sun. Then we would run across our secret place, searching for birds hidden in the trees, following the path of tiny insects. She would throw pines at me, and I would stuff her hair with leaves until silver turned green.

I blinked the images away, focusing on the real Ishana. “If something happens to me, I want you to save yourself.”

Ishana studied me. I kept my gaze on the fountain. “What do you mean? What could happen to you?”

“We’re going to war. It’s been decades since I got into a conflict of these proportions, but one thing I remember: war destroys all predictions, all plans.”

“But you’re a Priestess.”

I grabbed her shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. If something happens to me—if I die—and you’re able to escape, I want you to run to the Crown, seek the King, and ask him for protection in my name.”

“But the coins. You must take me to the island.”

“I’ll meet you in the Crown,” I said, annoyed that she brought the reward up. My hands went from her shoulders to her face. “Promise me you’ll do as I say!”

My vehemence seemed to weaken Ishana’s resolve instead of strengthening it. She nodded, and as perfunctory as it was, I accepted it.

I stood and went to the fountain, splashing my face with cold water. Ishana appeared in the corner of my eye, admiring the wings darting between the leaves.

“Ow!” She started when I sprinkled her with a bit of water.

“Sorry, it was an accident.”

“It’s fine, I—” Water doused her in a way that was certainly not accidental. “Oh, you!”

Howling with laughter, my defences were down when Ishana grabbed my hair and dipped my head in the fountain. She only let me go when I tapped the pedestal.

“Damn, girl,” I said between coughing. “You’re tough.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “You started, and I don’t back away from a fight.”

I grinned at her, soaked hair sticking to my teeth. Her own face was streaked with damp threads of silver, a Gwragedd Annwn away from her lake. We stared down at the water, as blue as the aster that gave it its form, and serene again after our game.

“May I ask how old you are?” Ishana asked my fluctuating reflection.

As strange as her questions about the Order of Aphrodite were, I could understand them. Most people had their curiosities about how the Goddess of Love structured her pacifying killers; what She demanded of us. But her personal questions always took me off guard. I was the bark mad woman hired to take her home, the knight in rusted armour, why would she be interested in me? And I could see she was interested, not trying to gain my favour or indulge my ego. It was like a continuous match of hide-and-seek where we found ourselves piece by piece instead of all at once.

“Guess.”

“This is a game I’m doomed to lose.”

Smart answer. “You’re nineteen, correct?” She confirmed. “Add another nineteen years, and then one hundred more.”

Her face remained unmovable as she calculated. A brief rising of her eyebrows marked the moment she achieved the sum, a reaction I would have missed had her features not become so familiar.

“One hundred and thirty-eight.”

“Are you disgusted?” I asked, playfully, but fearing my girlish disguise had made her jump to the wrong conclusions.

But she was shaking her head, slowly, with the calm of someone who was telling the truth instead of trying to convince me of their lie. “I’m impressed. Inspired, even.”

“By my youthful looks?”

“By your youthful intelligence.” What did that even mean? I could not tell, though my cheeks warmed with the unforeseen compliment. “Certainly not today, but one day, I will ask you about your adventures.”

“Trust me, I’d bore you to death.”

“I’m willing to take the chance.”

Mam Arianell’s features floated alongside mine, juxtaposing my hair, my eyes. Did I really look that much like her or was blood deluging my brain?

“Ready to go?” Ishana asked, head tilted.

“Sure.”

In retrospect, going there might’ve been a bad idea because ugh, now the promise of facing a war was dreary! I hated the game of thrones. I didn’t even like to play chess or any of those other stupid military abstractions—I was a pacifist, a servant of Love!... in a way.

“Wait!” Ishana called.

Red camellia in hand, she approached me. Examining my overcoat, she fitted the stalk into the gap of one of the buttons. The flower’s scent scrambled my senses, and I placed my hand over hers. Not to stop her, just to... I don’t know; I read a similar scene in some book, and I guess the actress in me decided to give a show.

“It won’t last, you know that, aye?” I asked.

“That is all right. Let us enjoy it while we can.”


For the Graces prefer those who Wear Flowers

Tiara, the current hell on Earth. I had visited my share of those, and generally speaking, the God of the Underworld was a formidable host. Ares, however, was the rascal no one wanted at the party but had the social obligation to invite.

Shattered houses spit fire on their neighbours. Pastures burned like straw, roasting rabbits in their burrows, and cows and oxen in their stables. Cerberus’ howling drove the population mad, giving them a taste of the life that awaited wicked Lovers in the Underworld. Pretty ladies sold their beauty: some were harpies, profiting from the soldiers’ despair, other nymphs, trying to appease disturbed spirits. At the heart of the anarchy, Ares’ influence violated hearts and commanded swords to collect blood. Lots of blood.

I once pacified a sergeant in Énotacht. During the hunt, I came across a scarlet river formed from the slit necks of war criminals. The Tiara hadn’t fallen so low. Yet.

“I’ve never been to a place like this,” Ishana said, her eyes showing something I hadn’t seen in her before: fear.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s... hard to explain. The air is so heavy sometimes it gets hard to breathe or even think. Wherever we go, I feel like there’s someone watching. There’s a wrongness that I can’t describe.”

I stepped closer to her, gripping my dagger’s hilt. “That’s what happens when the Gods get involved in the drama of mortals. Listen to your intuition. It might be a life saver.”

We had been journeying in hostile territory for a day, keeping our distance from big towns and major roads, sticking to the cover of leaves and trunks when possible. But Mother Gaia would not deny shelter for her other children; we had met others who were hiding and weren’t in the mood to share the space. Some villages and small settlements were going about their lives as if the war was happening in a faraway land. Others didn’t have the same peace of mind.

The earth in some areas had been trampled over so many times it turned to mud. A column had fallen from a temple of Athena, crushing two neighbouring buildings. Rubble and corpses barred shops and pubs, Smoke rose from charred bodies as if it were the mystified souls of the dead. The Book of Eternal Love explained that soldiers and civilians killed during wartime took longer to revive. War, according to the holy text, resulted from the clash of tumultuous aspects of Love. When souls were expelled from the flesh, the horror of what they did and saw, the regrets of their failures, and the longings of what they could not achieve blinded them. Purifying oneself from such traumas was not an easy or quick task.

“This is madness,” Ishana said when we passed a village deformed by ruins, amazement sliding into her initial alarm.

Lost weapons had been assembled in the shape of a scarecrow and, standing in front of the bellicose sculpture, was a Champion of Ares. Clad in breastplate, greaves, and the feared bull helmet, with a bloodied dory in hand, he was an example of a class of lunatics who adored blood as much as the Priestesses, though for quite a different reason and purpose.

“Is that who I think it is?” Ishana had the astuteness to keep her indignation quiet.

“No mistaking it.”

“What are they doing here?”

The Legion of Ares was always looking for conflict; when they couldn’t find one, they started one. Titanic battles or petty skirmishes, they were more than eager to lend the strength of the Blood-Stained God of War, sometimes to both sides. And now they found their way into a civil war. I couldn’t tell which side they were on, but the result was the same.

“Spreading as much chaos and terror as they can.”

If the other side was able to defend itself and counterattack the joined forces of the Legion and the Tiara’s divided army, then it must mean they also had a Cult aiding them. And I could guess who it was.

Poking Ishana’s arm, I called her to follow me further into the woods. The Legion wouldn’t normally attack us, but their intelligence was restricted to warfare, and when they got into a frenzy, they lost the plot. I must take precautions.

I unbuckled my bag, rubbing my aching muscles. Sounding out our surroundings, I unzipped the bag and stuck my hand in, tapping the icy crust of steel.

“Carys, you incorrigible worm!” Ishana’s mouth dropped. “How could you hide it from me? It’s splendid!”

“I know.”

The cuirass shimmered in intimidating, seductive dark purple. Red lines, etched into the steel like veins thick with blood, embroidered a rose on the front piece.

“I thought you were afraid of roses.”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” I countered. “It’s deference, something you should learn.” My vexation did nothing to censor her smile.

My rose was the brightest flower in the northern landscape. If I looked at it for long, I’d believe that it pulsed, coming alive at the expense of my vitality. Before I dressed the new flower, I took off the other. A feeling of emptiness remained where the sweet-scented camellia had been.

I presented the flower to her original owner. “Will you take care of her?”

“I will.” Ishana stowed the camellia in her pocket. I wondered if I’d smell its perfume again. Nothing escaped unscathed in war. A fire arrow glided across the sky, igniting the memory of Dahlia and her kindness to creatures marked for death.

I folded my overcoat and slipped out of the corset. Shaking some of the tension off, I donned the cuirass over my head. “Give me a hand.” I indicated the leather straps.

“Oh!”

I held the armour in place so Ishana could tie it... a process that took longer than necessary. She also felt the rose’s pulse, I was sure of it.

“Too tight?” she asked, hearing me gasp.

“That’s how it must be.” I boxed the piece to make sure it was firm. More than firm; the armour fused to my flesh, my breath ruffling the petals.

I dressed the faulds, then retrieved from the bag a pair of pauldrons, gauntlets, cuisses, and greaves.

“Can you help me with these?”

“Yes, of course!”

Ishana’s hands trembled as she received the pauldrons. I plonked down on the ground. While she examined the cuirass and fitted the pauldrons to my shoulders, I put on the cuisses that encased my thighs and the greaves that shielded me from ankle to knee.

“Need help with the gauntlets?”

“Nope.”

To be honest, I didn’t need help with any of the pieces. But we were in a hurry, and since I was teaching her to fight, I might as well give her some fashion tips. Her reaction confirmed my suspicions that none of the other Priestesses wore armour. Few had a lush wardrobe like mine.

Lastly, the helmet, shaped like the head of a purple dove. I put it on, fastening the collar that protected my neck.

There I stood, a tulip standing out amidst the verdant monotony; a bunch of juicy grapes sashaying to foxes and wolves; a coral stole from the ocean and dropped on dry land. The last time I wore that armour was at a party. Now I was in the middle of a war between two princes, carrying a statue of gold.

In front of me was a gobsmacked Ishana. Brainy as she was, some things gave her a short circuit. But I had never seen that level of fascination. I mean, the armour was gorgeous, and it had to be because it hadn’t been cheap, but even I hadn’t looked at it with such... passion. When she spoke, I barely recognised her voice.

“You have ascended to a singular reality, a higher existence. Nothing can reach you.”

“Large calibres can.”

She wasn’t paying attention to me. “Can I touch?”

“Touch? The armour?” She nodded. “Better now than after it gets soaked in blood, I suppose.”

Ishana staggered towards me, suddenly afraid of the concealed thorns. First, she lay her hands on mine, made bigger by the steel. Atop the gauntlets, her hands were like that of a child, and I did not move to avoid breaking her. Her palms floated up, stopping in front of the steel plates, moving back and forth.

When at last she connected with her object of desire, her touch was genteel, reverential. Ishana stroked the pauldrons, grazed the strap at my neck. A wind cruised down my legs as her palms spread over my chest, covering the petals. She groped the cuirass as if trying to recover an amethyst lost in the mire.

Her proximity heated the steel, seeping into the skin behind and accelerating my heart in a response to... fear? In a sudden, irrational deduction, it occurred to me that Ishana was not looking for a gem. As she traced the lines of the rose, she was a blind woman learning to read. Read my heartbeats.

She pulled away so abruptly that I almost lost my balance. “Yes, sturdy enough,” she said, then pointed to the bag. “I should carry it. You already have all this steel on you. Let me be your squire.”

A squire? I never imagined her in that position, though the logic in the proposal was undeniable. She had already helped me with the armour; carrying our luggage was the corollary. Our luggage? Well, she was shouldering my belongings as well as her training uniform and water canteen, so yes, I guess I could call it our luggage.

I showed her how to fasten the bag across her chest so that, despite the weight—quite reduced now—, it wouldn’t be uncomfortable or clumsy to carry it. Before we left, my remark about the armour-piercing bullets reminded me of another important reinforcement. I took a second cartridge from the bag and changed the pistol’s ammunition.

“Those will pack a punch in an emergency,” I said.

Shadows were our companions as much as possible. Whenever light ruined our stealth, I opted for open streets and stone roads, which would provide better fighting grounds should it come to that. Peasants and merchants crossed our paths, as well as a soldier who seemed to have deserted the troops. None of them bothered us with more than a look of distrust and apprehension.

Detachments were posted in strategic points, an alternation of yellow and blue flags representing Princess Briana and Prince Aziel. Some of those posts were less than two miles apart, pretending the neighbour did not exist. If the Legion was involved, the time for peace talks was over. And that was when caution was most needed.

We came across smarter villages where the inhabitants were planning defence systems rather than putting their own people to the sword. One of those offered us wine, another a piece of raw meat, and a third a bag of coins. Behind their praises and promises of devotion, they all wanted the same thing: for us to fight on their behalf when the battering rams burst their gates. To refuse wine was heresy; to deny coins was painful. But I would not fight any war I didn’t belong in. And right now, my war was to ensure Ishana’s safety.

“Can you bless us with a prayer?” A village guardian asked.

Damn it. The Order of Aphrodite was created to preserve balance by embodying a facet of the Goddess that most people were happy to forget. For Aphrodite was not only the Goddess of Love and Seduction but also of War. When she put on her divine armour, she personified the fiercest aspect of Love. Nonetheless, our First Commandment was intransigent: “Thou shalt praise Beloved Aphrodite for all eternity.” In simple terms, it meant that whenever someone requested our aid in supplicating to the Goddess, we must drop everything and pray.

Few people knew of this rule, and no one made the effort to make it common knowledge. Such was the guardian’s desolation that she offered us a bottle of wine in exchange “for the quickest of prayers”. Refusing a gift was an affront in the Priestess’ book—seriously, it was.

The worshippers gathered under the butterfly roof of the local temple. The building was modest but amiable, wooden walls painted white and rose petals strewed across the floor. A short elevation led to the altar where a statue of Aphrodite had recently been graced with apples and bowls of milk.

“Bring me a basin with water,” I requested. In less than a minute, a man returned and placed it at the statue’s feet.

I knelt, heard the locals following suit. I submerged my hands without disturbing the water more than necessary, leaving them there until they were clean. Taking them off without drying them, I placed my right hand on my chest and the left on top of it.

Instantly, my heart accelerated, its vibrations warming my body. The rise and fall of my blood, like waves at the sea, muffled external sounds and thoughts. Whenever someone was bold enough to ask me if I had any proof that Aphrodite listened, I described that feeling.

“Beloved Aphrodite, Goddess born of foam, flawless in form. Shining Aphrodite, fairest and wisest among the Gods, loveliest and kindest among living beings. Of your immeasurable heart, we pray for wisdom. Of your everlasting Love, we thank You for a breath that may protect and warm us. Glorious Aphrodite, mistress of feeling, guide our instincts so that we may achieve a nobler existence. Creator of Life and Passion, purest among Souls, we praise You and thank You for blessings given.”

Three dozen hearts pulsed as one, so loud that one could hear from outside and think the temple was alive. One by one, the worshippers stood, light-headed and blushing. They hugged and kissed each other, laughing, crying, trembling with emotion. The effect was astonishing. They were no more certain of victory than before, but if they were invaded and killed now, they would die with a smile on their lips and gratitude in their eyes. Chanting that prayer was not meant to rain down the Goddess of Love’s ire on their foes, or to bless their hearts with invulnerability, but to exalt life. The words sang in their heads, conjuring memories of lovely times. It did not work on the Priestess who recited them, though. We must keep our focus.

The guardian shook my hand, deafening me with effusive thanks. I reminded her of the wine.

“Nice words back there,” Ishana said as we walked away. I hummed in agreement. “You... don’t believe them?”

“What do you mean? I wouldn’t be a Priestess if I didn’t.” It was her turn to mutter.

Aphrodite dwelled in me every second; She just wasn’t the embodiment of altruism, and I wished I could say that out loud. What stopped me? Perhaps I was like them, wanting to believe in celestial benevolence.

“What about the water?” Ishana resumed her questionnaire. “You looked rather intense there.”

“Every Priestess has a bridge, a way to connect with the Goddess. Everyone who prays to her must have one, whether they’re conscious of it or not. My bridge is water.”

“I don’t suppose you have any water-related magic, eh?”

“It can’t be that easy, can it?”

By then we were far from the friendly village, and the Tiara started to bare its teeth.

Three soldiers passed on the road ahead. It was too late to hide; war dilated the eye and made us see better in the darkness.

“What do we have here?” asked the first of them.

“Are they one of us?” the second squinted his eyes.

“Definitely not.”

“Careful boys, the child is angry!” The third smirked at Ishana’s grimace, so fierce the hood couldn’t hide it. “Say, darlings, you lost?”

“Looking for a king? I can show you a king!” The three guffawed louder than the gunshots. But there was bitterness in their mockery.

Bile rose in my throat. I could succeed in a diplomatic approach if I tried. Drunk as Satyrs, they didn’t even know who they were insulting. But whenever men exuded their bestial instincts, all my goodwill evaporated in pheromones of hate. A flash of lightning—thank you for the assist, Lord Zeus—was followed by a crash. The soldier lowered his eyes to the bloody hole where his king had been, a scream caught in his throat.

The man started to fall. I used him as a catapult, hurling myself at the second soldier and burying the dagger buried in his chest. The stench of impotence mingled with that of beer when it dawned on him who he had fucked with.

The remaining soldier struggled to raise his sword and mutter prayers at the same time. I might’ve forgiven him if he had coins. Ishana didn’t have the same leniency. She drove the ophidian blade into the soldier’s exposed armpit. He squealed like a pig and died like a pig. The assassin spat on the corpse.

“I fucking hate soldiers!”

“You’ll hate them more before this is over.”

“I heard Priestesses could turn invisible,” she pouted.

I laughed. “That would come in handy now.”

That wasn’t a fair or fun world, so we had to make do with another useful ability: prudence. The trick was to not paint yourself as a threat. In this regard, my armour was a disadvantage, and my Order was a boon. A damn tightrope.

Towns grew, whereas the woodlands shrunk. There appeared clear signs of division: houses decorated with wood replicas of Aziel’s blue butterfly; Aphrodite’s name summoned to cleanse the contamination caused by Egon’s affair; “bastard” written on walls as if it were a curse.

In one of those towns, a clergyman bawled for the population to beg Poseidon’s mercy, lest the God of the Seas flooded the entire Tiara to cleanse the Kingdom from the iniquities there committed. Guards in brown uniforms patrolled in small groups, stopping to listen to the man’s words before deciding he wasn’t worth their time. A woman threw a tomato at the clergyman, yelling that Aphrodite would punish him with all her Love.

“See, honourable folks! It is because of heretics like her that the Flood will wash us all! Pray, I say. Pray!”

Raindrops pattered on people’s heads, strengthening the oracle’s words. The crowd increased; some muttered in agreement. Soon enough, the guards’ opinions would change.

“How do you feel hearing these things?” Ishana asked.

“Is indifference like, an actual feeling or the lack of it?” Even I would pray to Poseidon if he got me a ship.

Ishana arched an eyebrow. “Sometimes, I think you’re only still alive because Aphrodite loves you.”

“Or despises me.”

“What about Artemis?” she asked. “Isn’t she and Aphrodite rivals?”

“Nah, that’s in our fidgety mortal world. The Order of Aphrodite and the Tribe of Artemis were the first groups to emerge, and they’re like siblings who’re best friends by being each other’s worst enemies.”

Ishana frowned, not convinced that the age-old fray was so prosaic. “I thought they diverted on matters of Love. You know, with Artemis being the Virgin Goddess and Aphrodite—”

“Virgin?” I snickered. “That’s the biggest porky needy men have ever invented, so they could explain Artemis’ refusal to bed them.”

Ishana knitted her browns. “Do you mean to say that Artemis is a lesbian?”

“What do you think she does frolicking about with her nymphs all day? Ever heard of Britomartis, nymph of the mountains and mistress of animals?”

“Yes. She’s also associated with the moon and some people believe she and Artemis are the same enti—oh!” Lopsided lines appeared on her face as Ishana descended into deep reflection. I bit my lips to stop a smile. “So, Pallas and Athena?”

“Not a cheerful Love story, but they never are.”

Half a dozen mounted soldiers cut our light-hearted moment off. At first, I thought they were simple guards; then I saw the dark blue crest framing their helmets. Their hearts jumped at the sight of us, anxious and tired. Those people had already seen battle and were not pining for more.

“Priestesses,” one of them greeted, loud and clear.

As a well-oiled wheel, Ishana and I nodded in return. Each of us continued in our paths, though my ears followed the group until I could no longer detect the downcast rhythm of their heartbeats praying that another Cult hadn’t come to join the war.

“Couldn’t you teach me Heart Magic?” Ishana startled me out of my investigation.

“It would take too long.” In truth, it was forbidden for a Priestess to teach Heart Magic to outsiders. A transgression corrected with punishments to give Prometheus the jitters.

“Even a simple trick? Like crushing blood vessels to cause internal bleeding?”

My heart hopped at the idea, eager to give itself in, allow Ishana’s inquisitive hands to pry it open, exhume its secrets.

“It could drive you mad if you were not prepared,” I said, and my heart deflated.

“You flatter me, Carys.”

I tilted my head at her, but Ishana had already moved past.

Two miles later, we came across a hasty military camp. A dozen soldiers were at ease, many without helmets, slumped on benches, chatting. Judging by their mood, they had recently earned themselves a victory. Happy people weren’t much of a threat.

“What are you doing?” Ishana said between her teeth, alarmed.

“Leave it to me.”

Contrary to popular belief—one that Ishana shared—, knights, for the most part, weren’t beasts freed from their cages. They would gladly fight their enemies, but they wouldn’t waste time, resources, and perhaps their lives by confronting everyone in their path. Especially not a Priestess.

A man saw me, a commandant based on the imposing dark-yellow mane on his helmet, and bowed. Conversations broke, folks trying to guess if one of their companions was hooked on a Twin. I confirmed my suspicions when, among the canaries, I spotted the haughty shield depicting a spear in the middle of the two all-seeing eyes of an owl. The Grey Eye carried on wiping the dirt off her shield with a towel, pretending not to see us. She had, of course. They always see.

The Army of Athena and the Legion of Ares once again met on the battlefield.

“Greetings, madams,” the man said. “I hope you are not here to pacify one of my comrades?”

“Not today,” I replied, eyeing the curious soldiers. A few tore their gaze from me. “Tell us, what’s the best route to the Crown?”

“Best route? Times are dangerous for travellers, even for ones such as yourselves. Are you acquainted with the region?”

“Yes.” Not much, but enough to make sense of his instructions.

“In that case, you may want to take the Tudor Road. The troops haven’t reached the Wing yet.”

“And the best way is through the Compass, I imagine?”

The soldier shrugged apologetically. “Not a path I would recommend to anyone. But war has a mercurial temper, you should know.”

“I’ve some notion.”

“Care to join us for a bite, madams?”

Hearts shuddered at the commandant’s invitation. Sitting down at his table would be like eating the Underworld’s pomegranate, bonding myself to that sodding war.

“We’ve got plenty of wine, thank you.”

He didn’t insist. As much as he desired the power of a Priestess by his side, he didn’t want a Priestess, let alone two. The Grey Eyes might be a quieter, more orderly bunch, but there was a fine line separating nobility from arrogance. I was sure Briana had her hands full with Athena’s disciples.

“Have you come to clean the meat off their bones, Priestess?” Speaking of which. Getting out of there without confronting her would be too much luck.

“I thought your Army had gone apolitical,” I retorted.

At last, she raised her eyes. Grey, as their title demanded. The ghost of Ishana’s hand brushed mine. I fought the urge to shield her; her guise might not deceive everyone, but she was still a warrior and a great one at that. Those abnormal eyes pierced as much as their spear, dooming many gladiators before the battle even began.

“Politics are not in play here. Honour is.”

“Fancy words to hide hypocrisy.”

Instead of penetrating her armour, the insult bored her. “When a heart stops, a second heart breaks. That is what your people like to say. But after three thousand years, you have not yet understood the meaning of this death sentence. Or how many hearts follow the first.”

“I didn’t wield the blade against Egon.”

She shrugged, an ungracious move that made my hands curl into fists. “Blood follows you whatever you go. Your mere presence here will incite their hearts to more killing and deaths. Does it matter who held the blade?”

The dagger fluttered in its sheath, a dove wanting freedom from its cage to steal those grey orbs and eat them. But that would prove her point. So, I did something equally humiliating, storming off the encampment with my arms close to my chest like a wounded bird.

Behind me, Ishana hurried to keep up with my slapdash stride. She was panting and yet didn’t complain, didn’t ask me to slow down. Suddenly, the armour weighed me down as if a rock had fallen on me. The abrupt break of momentum twisted my ankle. My leg flared with pain, but it was easy to ignore it even if healing took longer than I was used to.

The spectral hands I felt earlier solidified. I looked down to find Ishana’s fingers laced with my steel ones.

“Do you reckon there are Priestesses fighting for the heirs?” she asked. It was her habitual curiosity; except she didn’t sound invested in the mystery.

“I’m sure there are,” I mumbled.

“What will you do if you meet them?”

“Tell them to fuck off. If that isn’t enough, make them gobble their own hearts.” The Grey Eye was not wrong, after all. It was not by accident that Heart Magic branded us with a foul aura.

“She is wrong, you know,” Ishana contradicted my thoughts. “There’s much more to you than death and malice.” I was ready to scoff at her, shout at how little she knew me, when she added, “But don’t you dare soften up or I’ll be forced to hit your head with a hammer.”

My mouth hung open until I had the decency to portray an image of maturity and poise. “Are you saying you like me to be a Cyclops?”

Ishana shrugged. “It makes you more original. I’m not the damsel-in-distress, and you’re not Princess Charming.”

My laugh was brassy. “I’m the drunken hero who lost her honour and somehow ended up as your only hope. But are you sure you’re not the damsel-in-distress?”

Frowning, Ishana reached for my pistol, tugged it from my waist and, without turning, she shot. A man stumbled out of the bushes, one hand at the hole in his chest, falling head-first into the mud. Ishana blew the smoke from the barrel and put the pistol back in the holster.

“I knew he was there I did,” I said to her back as she trudged down the road.

“Don’t lag behind, I won’t be there to save you.”

The encounter with the Grey Eye pushed to the back of my memories, it was my turn to catch up with the girl.

A haggard old woman materialised from the shadows. Head low, she dragged her feet as she begged for a coin or breadcrumbs. I made blood erupt from her eyes before she could draw the dagger hidden in her sleeve.

“Did her heart denounce her?” Ishana asked, squatting down to examine the leaking holes.

“That and a trick old as time. Hags are a popular war figure. You can bet this minor inconvenience won’t end her show.”

Emboldened by the arrival of Ares and Athena, believing they would weaken Aphrodite’s presence, more tearaways pit their luck against us. Ishana and I would combine our forces in tidy ways. Once, we stabbed a woman’s temples, each on one side, our blades criss-crossing her skull. Another time, I grabbed one of her hands, hurling her against a boy; the impact was such that her arm penetrated his belly along with her sword, coming out on the other side. They were no beasts, merely scared cats, dispatched in single strokes. But they were a clue that we were approaching the heart of the volcano.

A sign pointed at the King’s Compass, one of Tiara’s biggest cities. Fortified on all sides, protected by a separated army, and meeting point to the roads leading to the other major cities. The commandant said the two armies hadn’t clashed there yet, which made sense. Going full force against each other had the potential to tear the city apart, an expense none of them would like to shoulder at the beginning of their reigns. Our goal was to get in and get out before shit blew up.

“I thought we were heading to the King’s Compass?” Ishana asked when I turned in the opposite direction.

“We are. Tomorrow.”

Once I said that, she realised it was night. Hours and minutes were slippery. When you were at war, specifically one in which you were more victim than fighter, time flattened; its comforting creases disappeared.

“Let’s grab a bite.”

We found an antiquated town at the edge of a rivulet. For half an hour, I perched on a mound outside, studying the movement, listening for sounds of hostility. We would not receive a warm welcome; their hearts were too wary for courtesies, but not too distraught to revile us. A perfect balance.

As I crossed the rivulet, I leaked a few drops of blood into the water. Should danger find us, we could trap our enemies. Precautions. That was something I must consider with more caution from now on.

Briana represented hope for change. Meanwhile, tales of madness pursued Aziel. Mad—an adjective used to describe nine out of ten people. Who to believe? Which of the two spoiled children was superior? I’d rather not stay to find out. If we were caught in the middle of their war, none of them would worry about a Priestess, let alone her... protégé. Let them kill each other as many times as necessary to settle the score.

In the town, I chose an unobtrusive tavern with misty windows. Inside, logs fumed the reception room, their fire warming a woman and her book. Behind the counter, a girl looking my age lowered her glasses to study the newcomers—I bet she didn’t need them to see but thought it made her look older and wiser.

“Room for the night,” I said, tossing a silver coin at her. She caught it mid-air.

“Two rooms?”

“One will suffice,” Ishana said before I could accept. “And bring some food.”

The owner bowed and chose a key from the board behind her. She showed us to a room upstairs before going back down to fulfil the second part of the order. The smell of burning wood infiltrate the closed door, not totally unpleasant after the day I had.

Ishana detached the bag, setting it aside. She stretched, taking in the room. The bed was bigger than that from the last inn we stayed in; still, it was only one.

“Are you sure you don’t want a room for yourself? I can afford it.”

“I’m fine. Unless you want the privacy?”

Sleeping on the floor passed through my head. But it wasn’t privacy I was after, so I shook my head. And while the owner was cooking, I busied myself with a less savoury affair.

“Never gets pleasant,” I slurred.

“Did you just bite your tongue? Couldn’t you have waited for the food?”

“Food doesn’t do this.”

I pulled my helmet out and swiped my finger over my tongue and pencilled symbols on the wall with my blood. A weak tomato hue. I bit down harder, squeezing more paint. When I applied the undercoat, it spread fiery carmine over the starry wallpaper. My hands throbbed as my veins chanted. I had to concentrate on the incantation, or I ran the risk of slathering the four walls with my blood.

Once done, I stepped back, surveying my charms as they radiated in their vampiric lust. The tail faded, and the rest followed like a chameleon going into hiding. Again, the wallpaper was spotless.

“Carys Epistro’phia, you are my favourite artist in the world.”

Curtsying almost made me fall. The owner returned with a tray of sausages, oatcakes, cheese, and two cups of tea. She also pushed a bucket full of hot water into our room. I dragged a chair to the window, gnawing on the food with more hunger than I felt in the last nine decades.

Behind the window, the landscape was a painting withholding a hidden message. We ate in silence. Stealing glances at Ishana, I saw her nibbling at a sausage, then at her nail. Though she may not care, I wish I could reassure her that we would get out of there without a scratch. My heart ached, accusing me of a crime I had not yet committed. Should something happen to her, I would never get rid of that feeling.

Ishana yawned, putting the empty tray away.

“Go to sleep,” I said. “Enjoy these hours.”

“Won’t you come too?”

“I don’t know if I should.”

Ishana squinted as if I said the most ridiculous thing. “So what? You’ll sit there all night with your armour on?”

“Throw me a pillow, and I’ll get comfy enough.”

“Must I remind you what happened the last time you slept in a chair?” A shiver was all the answer she needed. “Exactly. Now, be a good girl.” She took my hands, lifted me from the chair without effort, and guided me to bed. She made me sit; instead of going around to her side of the bed, she clasped my shoulders.

“What you doing?”

“Taking your armour off.”

“You don’t need—”

“I’m your squire, am I not?”

And like that, she defeated me. “I guess you are.”

The pauldrons came out with a sigh of relief. I slumped forward, but Ishana’s hands were holding me. And they remained there, against my bare flesh, as her thumb drew circles on my collarbone, and her forefingers coerced the stiff muscles in my neck to relax.

“Am I doing it right?” Ishana asked in that mellow, girlish voice that held the power to calm a storm.

“Very right.” I rotated my head, basking in her tender touch. Closing my eyes, it was like floating in the sea. Waves washed over me, humming a sweet tone. Fingerprints appeared across my skin, stranding me on the beach, preventing the waves from taking me with them to the ocean’s deep.

My eyes fluttered open. Greaves and cuisses had been discarded without me noticing it. Ishana was on her knees, my feet propped against her thighs as she unlaced my boots.

“I thought you were sleeping.”

Self-conscious, I retrieved my legs, crossing them above the bed. Ishana followed suit. She opened her hands, pointing at my arms. The gauntlets and the cuirass were still attached to me.

Reluctantly, I gave her my arms, and with that same diligence, she removed the gauntlets. As the armour slowly came off, her gloved finger trailed my skin, playing the right chords to tease music out of my veins.

An instrument, that’s what I was in her hands. An old, deaf harp that no one believed could produce music any more. Abandoned to its own decaying tunes until a child found it and pulled random strings.

I jumped away from the bed.

“Did I hurt you?” Ishana stood up.

“No, you were amazing,” I cringed at myself. “I can handle it now.”

“All right. I’ll go wash.”

She picked up her comb and went to the lavatory, closing the door. After fumbling with the straps, I managed to untie the knots and shrug off the cuirass. The nocturnal wind whipped at my bare arms. Peeking upwards, I discovered, with condemnable relief, that there wasn’t a statue of Aphrodite above the headrest.

My spine cracked in gratitude after my back found the mattress. Glued to that gelatinous comfort, my limbs refused to move. Damn, I didn’t remember that wearing armour took such a toll.

Ishana reappeared with an immaculate face and her hair combed to shine. She didn’t carry her sword and didn’t pick it up. Instead, she plumped up her pillow and got into bed without so much as a twitch.

Rather than blowing the candle off, Ishana turned on her side, arm angled upwards, head propped on one hand, looking at me. Flames danced on her cheeks; her bottom lip had doubled its size as if she had been biting on it. The murky air pressed down on me, making it hard to breathe despite the gaps in the window.

If she were Agnes—by Aphrodite, if she were anyone else!—, I would have interpreted that gaze, that posture, that terrible and growing angst inside me, as Aphrodite playing her dirty tricks. But it was Ishana, the girl I had to deliver in exchange for fifty thousand gold coins!

And yet, there was an intangible cobweb entangling us in its gluey, treacherous yarns. Nothing like what I felt with Agnes or others whose names I never cared to learn or remember. Could I be sick? The altered pace of my heart could be signalling a tumour.

Raised bumps on my flesh yearned for proximity, to taste again the heady effects of Ishana’s skin on mine.

Without giving it proper thought, I stretched an arm, touching her as if dipping a finger into the lake to gauge its temperature. Ishana remained still, and despite the uneasiness in my stomach, I couldn’t look away from her eyes. I moved my finger up and down her sandy, smooth forearm.

She breathed in, and I wondered if she could smell the blood impregnated in me or if she had got used to it somehow. Perhaps even enjoyed it. Wishful thinking, but so many things seemed possible when we allowed ourselves to be this close to each other. When warm life flowed under my skin as if I had never died.

“Can I listen to your heart?”

“Listen to my heart?” I frowned, running a quick scan of the tavern to see if someone had entered without me hearing it.

“Yes.”

A lump formed in my throat, and I failed at swallowing it. I could spy on anyone’s heart, but no one dared to peer at mine. Even if they tried, Priestesses were trained to disguise our pulse. Yet Rosenwyn resided in a cavern of secrets beyond the comprehension of mortals; the Grey Eye effortlessly discovered a breach in my armour and exploited it; even Valentin and Dahlia caught on to something that escaped my knowledge. And Ishana? Sometimes it seemed like she saw me naked, which should not embarrass me, but it did, deeply.

“I doubt you’ll even hear anything.”

Ishana wasn’t deterred. She lolled her head on my chest, right above the cavity where the monster slept its fretful sleep. Pain tore across my chest as my pulse increased. I squeezed my eyes shut, urging the stupid organ to stop clapping like a boisterous monkey. My throat dried with the inevitability of Ishana listening to that uproar. Reining in the heart’s nature was a power exclusive to the divine. And the Goddess was not interested in aiding me.

“What do you hear?” I slurred.

My heart missed a beat as it waited for the answer. “Chaos and glory,” Ishana said. “A tornado raging through a garden. Giants striding across a floor of lava. A bird singing in a deep forest, afraid to be heard.”

Her examination was complete, but she didn’t move back to her undoubtedly more comfortable pillow. Her hand rested on my belly, her fingers moving the slightest bit, tickling my skin as if there was no fabric between.

“You can touch my hair if you want. But only you.”

Statue or not, I imagined Aphrodite’s constellation on the ceiling; expected the house to crash down on us. I avoided sudden movements. My fingers crawled until they found the top of Ishana’s head. At that same snail’s pace, they disappeared into her hair, picking one thread, then another and another.

Her toes brushed against my calf, awakening the memory of our first physical interaction. She dragged the hem of my trousers up as she accommodated her leg above mine. Just a few inches, but it left me cold, exposed.

Soft raindrops tapped on the roof. Beyond those walls, the warble warble of some nocturnal bird calling for a mate. A river swooshed past the town’s fences; I wasn’t sure if that sound was real or a figment of the past, but I allowed it to carry me. I could not say when she or I slept. But when I woke up, it was morning, and we were still clutched to each other.

Ishana soon opened her eyes as well, exhaling a placid breath. The ordinariness of the scene dumbfounded me. Until she said, “I’m ready for war.”

After that, we separated and spoke no more of what happened—why would we? Fear and adrenaline brought people close together; besides, we just slept. Normal people, friends, did that all the time. I was the anomaly here, the Priestess whose abnegations sentenced her to live in the desert.

We had our breakfast in the room. Afterwards, Ishana helped me with the armour, her verve under control, making her quite the competent squire. I checked my dagger and Ishana’s sword, counted the bullets, considered buying Ishana a pistol but discarded the idea. It was nobbling outside, though I was willing to believe it was partly because of that restlessness gnawing at me.

“You said you’d like to practise Heart Magic?”

Ishana’s brow furrowed in guarded curiosity. “And you said it could not be done.”

“It cannot. Not directly. But I could sidestep some rules to cast a spell. If you trust me, that is. It’s a precaution, we may not even need to evoke—”

“I accept.”

“Oh.”

She was dead set on a plan she had no idea what would do to her, and that firm resolution caused me to hesitate.

“Dere ‘ma.” I gesture for her to follow before reason struck me. We sat at the table near the window. “Place your arm on the table.” She did, and I put mine beside hers. Then I drew my dagger. “This might sting a little.”

She nodded, not a shadow of a doubt clouding her resolve. I set the blade on her arm, her flesh so damn soft it seemed like it would dissolve. I applied the minimum pressure. Blood trickled down one side of the blade; it was a raspberry hue, so watery and chaste my own arm was already searing before I brought the blade to it and repeated the action.

After we got our incisions, I placed my arm above hers and allowed a few drops to plunge into her cut and slip into her bloodstream. Then, as gently as I could, I took her arm and sprinkled my wound with her blood. It burned as her vital energy penetrated me, adapted itself to the new organism. Heat coursed through my veins and arteries. My brain pounded in rhythm with my heart, both seeming to expand with each drumming.

I put my hand over Ishana’s injury as if covering something obscene. Her blood, now intermingled with mine, stained my palm. I used my fingers as a brush to coat her wound, stimulating her healing to work faster. I checked in a couple of minutes, releasing a sigh of relief at the effective cicatrisation.

Ishana opened and closed her hand. Her arm was more muscular, an obvious result of our training. Still, I couldn’t help a thrill of vanity telling me that my blood was also strengthening her.

“This isn’t the first time I got your blood inside me, but it feels different.” I busied myself with my dagger to hide the colour in my cheeks. “What does it do?”

“It weaves a thin line between us, which won’t make any difference unless I trigger it. If I do, you’ll become my puppet.”

“Or you’ll become mine,” Ishana grinned, and oh Goddess, I could see so many abominable ideas germinating in that evil head.

“And how do I activate it?”

“Simple. All you have to do is say the Elliniká word for companion.” I fogged the window and wrote on its surface, sýntrofos, and explained its phonetics with approximated English sounds.

As Ishana studied the word and soundlessly repeated it, I verified my arm. There, I found a scar. It was expected for Ishana’s inferior healing to take some hours, even a couple of days, to erase the marks. But mine? The wound should be nothing but a memory by now. Was this a lasting reminder of my affront to the rules of the Order?

“Okay, got it.”

I hid my arm behind my back. “Da iawn. Also, keep this with you.” She studied the stone. “A bloodstone. For us, it boosts our powers. Might help our little magic trick, but if nothing else, it will grant you an aura of protection.”

“It’s warm.”

“Well, bloodstone is more than a fancy name.”

“Is it yours?” She grinned.

“In parts. Ready to go?”

“Lead the way, my warrior.”

And the way she said “my warrior” made me wish I could conquer all the armies of the Kingdom to see how pretty her silver head would look with a golden crown.


Being Human, there’s no way not to Grow Old

Taking the Tudor Road was a valid tip; going to the Wing, however, was impractical. It would take us west of the Crown when my plan resided in the east. I’d have to usurp the supposed tranquillity of Tudor for a few miles and then embark on riskier seas.

First, however, we had to clear our way to Tudor. The Compass was immense, a battlefield with dozens of hiding places, trenches and opportunities for traps and ambushes. War might not have erupted there yet, but the atmosphere was ripe. Even without seeing them, I sensed the Legion’s and the Army’s claustrophobic presence. Deimos and Phobos infiltrated temples, kicked down doors, polluted the water. Nike instilled the fervour of victory in dismayed hearts, but her coveted trophy was in dispute. Shrieks and the chiming of swords echoed from miles away.

“There,” I pointed to a duo of distant, narcissistic towers spiking towards the sky.

“The King’s Compass,” Ishana nodded in recognition. “So, you have you been in a war before, eh?”

“Aye. Earned my sixth death.”

“How?”

“Hasn’t anyone taught you it’s rude to ask how someone died?”

“I thought we were so intimate already...”

I sighed, feigning disappointment. It was good to keep the mood light in those dark—darker—hours. Fencing off Ares’ toadies was one important step towards success. “A mounted spearman slashed my knee. I fell and his horse stomped on my chest, armour and all.”

Ishana trembled from head to toe. “I can only imagine the pain.”

“You can’t, believe me. And that’s for the best. As long as you’re under my wing, I’ll not allow you to suffer it.”

Someone came screaming out of the shadows. My dagger sliced his vocal cords, but the barbaric cry resounded from four extra throats. Foot soldiers, boys, recently armed with xiphe and sent to war before anyone explained the rules of the game.

The second one fell as easily, his leather plate melting under my dagger, viscera tumbling out from the fissure. Ishana drove the crooked blade into a boy’s knee, incapacitating him before chopping his face. The fourth froze amidst his dead companions. I snapped my fingers to make his heart drop to his stomach. He wet his pants. Then he turned to flee, interrupted by a stone that smashed his skull. Ishana knitted her brows in confusion.

“My magic didn’t work,” I stared at my hands, accusing.

“Could our shared spell be standing in the way?”

“Could be,” I said, though it made no sense. I was trained to control different spells at once.

Sweat prickled me under the armour. Scarlet clouds of mosquitoes swarmed the road. Ishana fought them off, but it was useless. Death perfumed us—even she reeked of carrion now that she shared a drop of my blood. Vultures watched from vantage points, the purple glow of the skies enriching their shadows, and when they spread their wings, they looked like harpies ready to devour the whole Tiara.

Hostilities became more frequent. A lone lancer challenged us. The woman fought like a ballerina: she slapped my spaulder, making my entire arm shudder and, in the same movement, boxed Ishana in the ear with the shaft. It was the girl who, as agile as the enemy, slid under her legs and drove the sword into her nape.

Yobbos yearning to have their stunts painted into vases cornered us. A horseman gashed Ishana’s arm before I pulled him off the saddle, separated his left arm from his torso, and spanked him to death with it. My elbow ached in the same spot where Ishana was hit; I hadn’t known of this side effect of my spell until that moment.

Once more, I enhanced her regeneration, purging all traces of infection. This time, as her arm recovered its supple form, mine went slack as if more than mending her lesion, I was bestowing my strength upon her. And she was enjoying that burst of power, hacking and piercing and chopping like a madwoman.

More establishments and bodies were used as charcoal for ever-bigger bonfires. At an entrance to the King’s Compass, we discovered one of the biggest. The stench of blood, human and animal, banished the living creatures from the surroundings. I noticed Ishana squeezing the bloodstone in one hand and hoped she was invoking protection and not strength. Going back and finding another entryway would be pleasant but impolite. The Champions had surely detected our presence; turning your back to a beast was unwise.

“Don’t stare,” I warned as we approached the small group gathered around the bonfire. Two of them were praying while the other three feasted on roasted beef.

“It’s hard not to.”

“Look at them, but not directly into their eyes. They enjoy admirers but will take any excuse to call a challenge.”

One of the Little Roses, as Priestesses were fond of calling their belligerent siblings, nudged his friend. From there, those who were eating turned from the cooked to the fresher pieces of meat.

“Came to join the good fight, sisters?” the first asked. At least them Ishana could deceive.

“I’ll leave this one to you, brother. You’re doing a cracker of a job.”

He smiled with scarlet teeth. “It will not be long before we bring Lord Ares another victory.”

I sniggered. With those folks, it was always a tricky balance between praise and mockery, comradely and spite. Much more of one or the other and conflicts ensued.

“I recognise this matchstick anywhere. Always keen on starting a fire, isn’t it so, dynan?”

I froze at the pet name, and all the heat from the bonfire could not melt the block of ice around me. The Little Rose finished her prayers and stood. Behind the helmet the Legion wore at all times during conflicts was a face I remembered from another life. The gaps in her armour displayed unfamiliar muscles and evidenced her albinism, an affront against the pitch-black world.

“Kayleigh.” Her name left my mouth in an icy vapour. “I didn’t—how—?”

My confusion pleased her. She removed her gauntlets. Blazing hands cupped my cheeks; it was like being touched by Light itself, a celestial energy that intimidated Nyx’s motherly arm around my shoulders.

“We’ve grown old,” Kayleigh said.

She more than I. Piecing together what I could see of her features, I calculated she stopped ageing in her mid-thirties.

“How are you here?” I asked. She pulled away, understanding that here meant in Ares’ circle.

“We made our choices. Love and War. They walk hand in hand, as the Book of Eternal Love is so keen on reminding us.”

I could not argue with that. How many wars had been fought for or against Love? Love was a battlefield, and that was especially true after the Vengeance.

“For years, I kept expecting to find you roaming the world with a pair of fancy boots or with some lush stationary.”

“And I thought I’d find you with green thumbs.”

Suddenly, we were back at the farm, two sprogs dreaming of a world beyond their homely affections and bucolic playgrounds. Kayleigh, all snappy and delicate in skirts patched with petals; and I, the blithe girl who led her into adventures that almost caused our deaths a handful of times. When I left, she made me promise we would meet again. I said that was unlikely to happen, though I didn’t say I hope we would. Kayleigh had always been the smartest of us. And the most timid, the lankiest. How did that dwt girl pledge her soul to the God of War?

“Until I heard of your adventures, that is.”

The past fell on me like an avalanche. Kayleigh was right, we made our choices. She was a fragment of a life that no longer existed. The girl by my side wasn’t her, but Ishana. Ishana was my present and my future—at least for a couple more weeks.

Dialogue was not among the Champions’ strongest skills, so they quickly lost interest in a friends’ reunion. Still, what I needed to ask was not for their ears, uninterested as they may be. Plus, I knew that someone else was clinging to our every word.

I walked a few steps with Kayleigh until we were out of earshot. “When did you leave?”

The steel of the boar’s tusk in her helmet glinted when she cocked her head. “I wasn’t there when they came for your mamau if that’s what you’re asking. I’d have fought for them.”

I stared into the night, away from her shimmering skin. Kayleigh was too smart for Ares. “You’d have been punished.”

“Only if I had lost.”

I scoffed. Looking back, Kayleigh had always been obstinate. Mule-headed, mama Ellis used to compliment her. Stubbornness—perhaps that was what connected us, no matter the Olympian we served.

“Sit down, sister. Food is the way we like it.” Hairs stood to full attention at hearing the Champion.

“We have already satisfied ourselves, brother.”

They whistled, and I flinched at Ishana’s tactful, Priestess-like reply.

“What sort of weapon is that?” Another Champion pointed at the wavy sword. Ishana drew it from the sheath, slowly, teasing.

“Ugly as a harpy. Does it even kill?” asked another.

Ishana’s smile flashed white inside the dark hood. I prayed with raw devotion that she wouldn’t challenge them like she had Tyson.

“Have you ever seen a heart, brothers? All those holes and curves?” Her finger glided dangerously close to the sinuous blade. “It fits remarkably well into them.”

Before they put her claim to the test, I rejoined her. “Let’s keep going. Hearts won’t stop by themselves.”

At this, the Champions lifted their mugs of whatever alcoholic drink they had stolen.

“I’d love to fight with you by my side,” Kayleigh said.

“Once this is over, we can meet and go cause mayhem somewhere,” I said.

“I’ll take you up on this I will. Where you two heading?”

“Business in the Crown,” Ishana answered. At least she wasn’t feeling lesser again. Two Little Roses howled in celebration of more blood, the only business they understood.

“Any tips?” I added.

Again, the tusks twitched. Deciding in our favour, Kayleigh pointed southwest, her arm like a beacon cutting through the dark mist. “Keep clear of the streets round the New Life Museum. There might be a commotion there soon. Might wanna try the Global Market’s vicinity, they’re unwilling to go there and risk destroying a bunch of imported goods.”

“Bloody chickens,” someone growled.

“Fair do’s.”

“You’ll let me know if you find anything juicy, won’t you, sister?”

“And how do you suppose I do that?” Though I couldn’t see it, I knew Kayleigh had lifted an eyebrow. I sighed. “All right. Joia dy ddiwrnod, sister.”

Kayleigh punched her breastplate, followed by the other Champions, a salute reserved for the rare people who earned the Legion’s respect. I touched my chest above my heart and curtsied. Beside me, Ishana mimicked me with a grace that took me months to develop.

We entered the King’s Compass under the surveillance of the Legion of Ares. There were some people camped near the squadron, desperate merchants and good-for-nothing brats looking for a ringside seat for the war.

“What did she call you?” Ishana asked.

“Kayleigh?”

“Yes. She said something like duh...”

“Dynan,” I smiled at her attempt to reproduce the phonetic. “You want to pronounce the y almost like a nasal a. DY-nan.”

She tried a few times until she was content. “What does it mean?”

“Well, it means a gnome or small person. It’s supposed to be endearing.”

I peeked at her, trying to read the thoughts she was hiding from me. I dreaded she would bombard me with questions once we were alone. With a jolt, I realised that the fear was a desire for her to ask, to share more of who I was decades before she crashed into my life like a meteor.

But maybe she wasn’t as interested as I supposed. Besides, that was hardly the time and place for opening a Pandora’s Box.

As we moved away from the Legion’s camp, Kayleigh’s definition of “commotion” started to make sense. Violence exploded across the city. Trails of blood joined from unseen sources to amalgamate into a dense magenta lake. Entire blocks of the city had been barricaded. In more affluent areas, the residents would group in vantage points with rifles, shooting at anyone that got too close; in the poorer ones, people would grab anything to use as a weapon.

Avoiding confrontation was impossible. We had our share of annoyances with locals trying to defend their homes or flee from the Compass, both believing we had a personal grudge against them. In the Belt, the Seeds and the Healers were in control; here, the situation was inverse. We stumbled upon the corpse of a Seed of Demeter, and no matter the antipathy I felt towards them, it was never a good sign to find a dead Hellenist. Worse, the deep gash on the Seed’s chest implied the dirty work of a Champion or a Grey Eye. Neither of them would approve of interference unless it was sent by the Creator.

Our first proper fight happened when a blue soldier decided we had come to take Aziel’s head. Explaining to him that Priestesses only killed Lovers was a waste of time; he knew it was a lie. Despite his delirium, the man hadn’t forgotten how to wield a spear and a shield. Ishana tried to confound him with her speed, but a shield to the head jumbled her senses up.

I threw a pebble at his shield to grab his attention. We circled each other, he with his spear aimed at my stomach, I with one hand at my chest, collecting echoes of my heartbeats. When he lurched forward, I shoot from my palm a sonic wave that hurled him into a chunky trunk. The propagation should’ve been stronger, but it hacked the tree in half, bringing it down on the soldier.

“Good Graces, that was lou—Carys!”

Ishana found me on my knees, struggling for breath. The more I breathed, the more air escaped my grasp, and the drier my lungs felt. My heart was blasting out on my ears. When I passed my tongue over my lips, I found them wet and gummy. Ishana cradled my head, inadvertently putting my ear to her chest. Sound penetrated the helmet, and upon listening to her heart, mine remembered how to function.

“You can’t keep using Heart Magic,” she said, huskier than usual, as my breathing grew steady. “It might kill you next time.”

“Magic is a part of me, and I must use all my tools to protect you. If it means I die... at least one of my deaths will mean something.”

“Oh, you silly girl!”

I regretted not having air to laugh. “I am a silly girl?”

“Yes, you are! I don’t want you to die for me. I want us to leave this hellhole in one piece!”

She helped me stand; in those seconds that it took me to recover my balance, I reached a decision. Ishana fought well, far better than I could expect. Her movements, even the most ferocious, were lithe, stylish, a pleasant contrast to my butcher ways. Fear might attempt to trap her, but its claws made her laugh. A lancinating lust for survival polished her eyes into gemstones. She gave me the answer I already knew: no, she was not a helpless princess. She was a chained monster that I was helping to free.

Despite all that, some encounters had been too close for comfort. Chances were Ishana was also right about the perils of invoking Heart Magic. I hoped it would soon go back to normal, but my insistence meant putting her in danger as well.

“Are you hurt?” Ishana asked, seeing me fumbling with the gauntlet.

I undressed the gear and handed it over to her. “Put it on.”

“What? No, I—”

“This is no time to argue, Ishana!”

She ceased her protests and looked so deep into my eyes that I could swear I saw the moon behind them. She nodded.

I also stripped off my greaves and helmet. The latter landed in her palms like a needy dove.

“Are you sure?” she asked, caressing the metal plumes.

“I want my line of sight as clear as possible.”

With a sigh that belied her initial enthusiasm for my armour, Ishana put on the helmet. Purple went well with her. It was a shame her silver hair was caged; the combination would’ve been lush. I tapped the helmet.

“Now you’ll kill a thousand more.”

“Fuck yeah!” Ishana cried, stentorian inside the helmet’s acoustics.

In an ideal situation, I’d cover her with steel. Being far from that sublime possibility, I persuaded myself to be more at ease when the next confrontations found us. I still took the lead, eliminating our foes as fast as I could, and when I couldn’t, shielding my companion with the remaining armour I had. Ishana noticed my ploy and slipped to the front line beside me. She even stole my gun to shoot a knight’s cuirass.

“It does cut through armour!” she squealed and sheathed my pistol. Damn girl.

In the next hour, we mutilated, suffocated, beheaded, and massacred bucket heads, sympathisers of both flags, and gormless gangs. Ishana clipped heads to her belt until there was no more space, resonating a macabre jingle as she walked. The blood she shed became war paint, and she painted me as well.

Our world was red, and when there was a lull in the carnage, I could deceive myself into believing we were the only inhabitants in it.

It was amazing the things people said in their last moments. One warrior asked me to bless his soul so that he would not return to life, afraid that being an “undead” was worse than no longer living. Another, on the contrary, begged me to help her soul find its way back quickly so that she could return to battle. As I pressed the blade against one boy’s throat, he confessed his Love for Briana —cheap love, insufficient to make him an Obsessive. A veteran dying her first death pleaded for a kiss. She was pretty, her skin dark as heaven, her sense of duty tainted by the want for something she had missed in her devotion to the army.

“If you hadn’t broken my nose, I could consider it,” I said before breaking her heart.

I wondered if I had begged, prayed, mocked, or said anything at all in my demises. I could not remember. All that lingered was the memory of pain and the remnants of feelings: anger, regret, freedom, loneliness. Those terminal seconds, when Nyx wrapped us in her shroud, when breath was a distant, unrecognisable sound... the poetic sadness was that they meant nothing. Maybe Aphrodite stole them, adorning Her chambers with the infinite pictures She saw in the abyss of the soul. And perhaps that was for the best.

I didn’t know if it was those introspections that distracted me. We were about to leave Tudor Road when a band announced itself, swords singing.

“Carys?”

“Do not draw your weapon.”

I counted fifteen heartbeats. I should’ve been able to destroy half or even all with Heart Magic. But the simple motion of counting their hearts was draining. Killing a single person would deplete me. And then there would be nothing to stop them from gutting Ishana.

“Two Priestesses,” a stumpy woman assessed. “Admirable. Say, girls, would you like to come with us to meet the Queen?”

Hate spoke like a little devil in Ishana’s ears, but her loyalty to her own life spoke louder, and she dropped her hand.

“We have urgent business to attend to,” I replied. Their grips on the weapons didn’t go slack. “But we can spare a few minutes for the honour of meeting her.”

The woman grinned, a joke shared with her comrades. “Follow me, will you?”

They didn’t take our weapons or handcuff us. They might’ve been fearing the Creator’s wrath, but their smug expressions gave me a bad feeling. Were they feeling so empowered? The Grey Eyes’ assistance was coveted, its power undeniable, but Athena’s wisdom included the recognition of Aphrodite’s superiority.

“It’s okay,” I whispered to Ishana. “I met Briana before. When she was four or five.”

“Four or... Carys!”

In the sky, a rare flash of lightning lit up the entire Tiara. The yellow in the soldiers’ helmets glowed, turning their heads into balls of fire.

Ares, Athena, Hades, Poseidon, and now Zeus. Olympus was throwing a party. Fantastic. Are you having a good time, Dionysus? Because down here, we are fucked.


A Joy to Friends, a Sorrow to Enemies

War branded us as if we had taken a collective bath in the entrails of fallen friends and foes. Those knights, my nose told me, had slain enough to make their “Queen” proud. And I wasn’t the only one sniffing them out; plenty of mosquitoes were hungry for that surplus of blood.

Whenever opposition found our group, two or three knights walled us off the fight. I could be grateful to sit back and watch, not needing to worry too much about Ishana’s safety, but I doubted our comfort was at the forefront of their minds. It crossed my mind to escape while they were busy, but none of the skirmishes presented enough trouble to distract our well-mannered captors.

At one point, an unnatural light flared into life. A luminous spear materialised in the soldier’s grip. He hurled it, and the mystic weapon bore through an enemy’s chest as a pencil piercing through paper. Inconspicuous in Briana’s uniform, it took me a moment to distinguish his grey irises after the gory glow died out.

“Where is Princess Briana awaiting us?” I asked.

“The Queen is with her battalions, as is the duty of every great leader,” answered the stumpy woman.

They were clearly loyal to the bastard, so their sentiments should be taken with a grain of salt, but if it was true that Briana was leading her army as the glorious Dragon Warriors did in their golden age instead of shouting orders and frustrations from the safe windows of her bedchamber, then she had scored a few points with me.

The troop meandered west of the Tudor Road and into a dense forest where the only source of light was the firefly the Grey Eye created. That was more to avoid stumbling into twigs or bumping into trunks; sight was not the compass the soldiers used to guide themselves. Everything was painted with unimaginative shades of green and brown. For all I knew, we could be going around in circles. The earth under our boots was soft as if covered by layers of sand, muffling our advance. It was so dark no one could hope to see two feet in front of them. I took Ishana’s hand to prevent her from falling into a hidden hole.

Briana, as the knight said, didn’t keep to her castle. More soldiers appeared, their heads popping out of the leaves like curious ferrets. Snippets of conversation drifted to us. They showered their general with admiration, discoursed with utmost delight about the feats she achieved during her father’s reign, and of the glory that awaited the Tiara once the Queen of the Rising Sun conquered the throne. The epithet was stupid for so many reasons.

In the bowels of the forest lay a fortification dated back to the tribal days of the Tiara. Centuries of struggles, exposure to the elements, and abandonment had eroded the building to half of its original stature. Still, it was large enough to accommodate at least a hundred soldiers, their squires, and a few servants—I tried counting hearts, scolded by a splitting headache before I reached twenty. Cracked stones gave the impression of a pile of ash that would evaporate with one blow. But the canaries wouldn’t have chosen that spot out of nostalgia. For once, they must know of secret passages that would make one hundred knights seem like five hundred.

There were neither torches, bonfires nor flags on the single remaining tower. Of the archers on the battlements, only their hearts denounced them. Foot soldiers organised discreet patrols. How long had Briana been holed up in that fort? How much longer before the blue lobsters discovered them? Fight simmered in the Compass. Someone would snitch. A spy would be captured.

Nothing stays secret for long, my heart rapped.

“Ladies,” the woman beckoned to us to climb the rocky stairs.

As I forced my legs up the staircase, one slow step after the other, my heart squirmed with a growing sense of foreboding. It murmured phrases that sounded strikingly like mam Arianell when she told me to take a coat because the warm weather would betray me, or mam Ellis when she told me to shoot first and ask questions later. I usually obeyed them. When I didn’t, I regretted it. Fragments of their souls must live in my heart and that was why, despite my initial disposition to ignore them and meet Briana with an open mind, I listened to the voices.

Before we entered the fort, I touched my heart and freed my thoughts to flow back to my mamau, and then to Kayleigh as a girl and as the woman she was now. Cardiac strings yanked me off my feet.

“Carys!”

“It’s all right, I just slipped,” I said, fighting against the pain in my chest. Picturing Kayleigh in my mind’s eye took the edge off my affliction. “Can’t see shit in this place. Hey, fairy boy, give us more Light, will ya?”

The Grey Eye ignored me. Ishana helped me to my feet, glancing at me like someone who recognised my remonstrance as theatre.

Plants sneaked through holes in the walls, so much so in some regions that you’d think the forest was assaulting Briana’s forces. Those closest to the floor had been trimmed in a hurry with tools that would give any Seed of Demeter a seizure, but their presence, if you could ignore the stench of moss, did a favour in smoothening the rugged architecture. Corridors were lit by sconces, distributed with the care to not allow the flames to commingle with the foliage.

After an hour in dim light, my eyes were enjoying the black and white calmness. Then a door swung open, and a flash blinded me. When my vision returned, I was standing in front of Princess Briana.

The title “Rising Sun” made more sense now. From a purely impersonal perspective, the self-proclaimed Queen was gorgeous! Her hair, a fervent yellow like a flourishing daffodil, was tied into a wavy bun, giving an unobstructed view of her diamond-shaped face. Her athletic body fit into her full armour as if she had been born with it. If my armour impressed Ishana, that steel of the highest quality enamelled in dark yellow, two foaming lions humbling serving Briana as her pauldrons, would overwhelm her! Recent scars spread across skin that, decades ago, had been smooth and fair as a baby’s; it was much better now.

I had been in the presence of nobles before, and all they inspired in me was boredom or spite. There was one exception to the rule, but he did not deserve all the credits. Briana’s aura, however, was other-worldly.

Demigods were rare since the post-Vengeance debacle that taught Gods, through shame and pain, about Aphrodite’s true Love. But the divine beings still pursued their passions and poured out their boundless affection when they found a deserving individual. Children were bound to be born out of those romantic ventures. Facing Briana, I wondered if she was one of those exceptional offspring. A precious child of Athena. This implied that Egon was not Briana’s father. But the deceased king was known to praise Aphrodite and Athena. He would not close the doors to the Goddess’ child; wouldn’t deny raising her as his own.

I saw her crest up close for the first time. A fire salamander swam in the centre of an emerald-green pool, surrounded by a ring with the inscription, in Elliniká, “May the Light Purify.” Coincidence?

“Give them room to breathe!” Briana ordered, and our escort disbanded, three remaining in the room, one of them gently taking the bag from Ishana’s shoulder and dumping it behind us. Briana’s voice was softer, friendlier than I anticipated. There wasn’t the harshness of warriors or the authority of nobility. It was the most princess-ish part of her, surely another reason the commoners loved her. “We don’t want to enrage the Supreme Goddess, do we?”

You should be more concerned with my rage, pretty bird. I kept the thought to myself; for now, we were speaking the same language.

“We’re not here to cause trouble, general,” I said, correctly guessing that she’d appreciate the military title. “We just want to move past to the Crown.”

“Is there a contract there, Carys?” Hearing my name sent my heart thumping again. She couldn’t remember. Briana grinned. “My father had an Eagle who loved to slander Aphrodite and her handmaidens, some names in particular. He didn’t last long. Me? I have always admired the skills and the devotion of the Priestesses. No other God or Goddess can claim such submissive warriors.”

I started a clumsy curtsy but stalled, which almost made me trip over. Briana had a charming way of speaking, so it took my brain a moment to recognise that she had called me a brainwashed slag.

Briana snapped her fingers, and the soldiers vied for the honour of obeying her, walking into each other in the room that hadn’t a fraction of the size or the luxury of a royal chamber. Instead of artwork and trophies, half a dozen maps scribbled with notes decorated the walls. A rectangular table strewn with parchments and melted candles separated the Queen from her visitors and subjects. A yellow armchair looked forlorn beside a suspicious bookcase storing five books that had nothing to do with warfare or politics or Gods. There were no windows.

Our escort filled two goblets and served us. To my satisfaction, it was red wine. Maybe I’d savour it later.

“My condolences for your loss.” I brushed aside her disrespect—I’d like to stay in my Olympian parent’s graces as well—and reward her generosity. Although coming from me, it might sound more like mockery.

Briana pierced me with those green eyes, sharp as the sword strapped to her belt. “I thank Aphrodite for her blessings. I am sorry you have visited at such an inopportune time, Carys. Soon this disturbance caused by Aziel will be over, and I would like to invite you to stay at my palace and enjoy a proper reception.”

I drank the wine to stop myself from gagging. Poison didn’t suit Briana, anyway. I didn’t need to peep into her heart to know she lusted to make her blade acquainted with my heart.

“It will be my pleasure,” I said.

Briana was a lioness who knew when to roar and when to purr, when to bite and when to lick. She noted my stiffness, then shifted her attention to the silent figure beside me.

“A timid Priestess? That’s new. Are you taking apprentices, Carys?”

On instinct, I turned to Ishana. I hoped she had become invisible, but she was still there, shining in my armour. I turned back to Briana, but not fast enough. “Something like that. We should return to the road.”

“Please, there is no hurry. I must apologise for the treatment you two were victims of. They are good soldiers, only a little tense.”

“We understand, there is no need—”

“Take off the helmet.”

“What?”

The minions didn’t wait for a second request, stepping forward to pull the helmet off Ishana’s head. As the dove flapped its wings, the silver threads swooped into view.

“It’s true, then.” Briana cracked a sunny smile. She circled the table and attempted to take Ishana’s curls in her calloused hands, but the girl stepped back. “You are precious, my dear.”

“Eat a—”

“Silence.” Her tone was contained, almost an invitation, but it smothered Ishana’s brave rebuttal attempt. Briana glanced at the salamander and the maps. Her eyes landed on me. “She’s your contract, isn’t she? You must take her somewhere, to someone.”

I did not dare to confirm or deny it. Anything beyond silence could lead to catastrophe.

The princess drew her sword, a luminous, greenish poplar-shaped blade with the tail of a salamander as its pommel, and made a cut in her palm.

“Let’s end your contract here and now. You two would never reach the Crown intact. The girl would die, and I think this would be bad for your reward, Carys.”

The motherfucker was smart. How far did her admiration for Aphrodite’s handmaidens go? She knew about our skills, our methods, our greed fuelled by a life of endless killing. I was relieved to attest that Briana didn’t learn Heart Magic; her blood didn’t glow the way a Priestess’ did.

“I know breaking the contract will make you suffer, but you needn’t worry. I’ll select a group of trusted warriors to protect you for the duration of the effect, though I’ll give you no medicines. You are certainly wondering about the payment you’ll receive in exchange for your treason.” She returned to her side of the table, eyeing the mess in search of a contract. “Here is my proposal: you leave the girl with me, and I’ll reward you with ten thousand gold coins every year. After Aziel submits, your profit will increase by ten thousand.”

“Twenty thousand gold coins? Every year?” I asked.

Ishana’s second attempt to back away was blocked by the phalanx of soldiers. I sharpened my senses to read Briana’s pulse, but I was deaf to any organ but mine and Ishana’s, the two shirking like prisoners in their cells.

“I will own an empire, Carys. This sum will be like nothing. Then we sail, and I’ll even allow you to join me. With this girl strapped to the bow, I shall uncover forgotten lands. Islands that, protected by the veil of the Gods, haven’t seen the sight of mortals for aeons!”

It all clicked then.

My Aphrodite-struck brain had assumed that Briana’s delight in discovering Ishana’s hair was the product of the boisterous myths about their graces with the Goddess of Love. But Briana didn’t covet Love or Seduction.

A more fantastical version of the myth stated that the silver-haired race descended from Aphrodite. They were inheritors of immortality beyond the restraints of Love, a bridge between the world of mortals and Gods. This was an ancient tale, its existence vanishing from people’s minds as the silver strands disappeared. But it survived. And millenniums later, Briana unearthed it.

I lowered my eyes to the withered rose on my chest. Stuck in the thorn-filled vines, I couldn’t face the general or the girl.

“Go get the coins. Bring me the girl. I want to take a closer look at her,” Briana’s voice grated in my ears.

The brute who captured us advanced to take Ishana’s arm. I didn’t turn to her, but I saw her swollen, red cheeks; her thick eyebrows damped with sweat and blood; her eyes locked on me, lashing me with her anger, thrashing me with her panic.

“If you touch her,” my voice rose. The troglodyte stopped millimetres from Ishana’s wrist. “I will cut off your hands and make you eat them, finger by finger.”

Everyone stopped. Time stagnated. Hearts stalled.

“I shall have the girl, whether you agree or not,” Briana said. “Do not waste this gift, Carys. It is far more than your kind deserves, far more than I offered the whore who killed Egon. What else do you have to live for? Do not make an enemy of a queen.”

Blood throbbed in my ears, smearing my vision with red blotches. My head was heavy as if I were underwater and sinking ever deeper. A whisper rippled the water. I knew the voice, though it frightened me with how different it was. Clearer, more lucid, softer; much like Ishana’s.

“First, after wasting so much time hating us, you should know that Priestesses obey only one Queen, and she rules from above.” Everyone was so absorbed, so shocked, they didn’t notice my hand sliding to my waist. The pistol was not there. Of course it wasn’t. “Second, you are no fucking queen.”

I vaulted over the table, drawing the dagger and leading it towards Briana’s neck in one arcing movement. She parried the blade with her gauntlet, and the impact made me drop my weapon.

“You sealed your fate, Priestess,” she said.

To her face, I whispered the foreign word before the three knights jumped on me, clutching my arms, kicking my ankle, hitting my head against the table. Perhaps Briana translated the word but could not understand its significance. If she did, it was too late. I struggled against their grips, not to escape, but to distract them from remembering Ishana existed.

The deafening shot resounded like a death knell, trembling the fort, vibrating across the forest. Horror petrified the knights as someone who sees their future shattering in front of them and cannot prevent the shards from cutting their skin. I didn’t wait until they recovered.

I retrieved my dagger, slicing the neck of the first and burrowing it in the ribs of the second. By this time, Ishana had reclaimed control of her body, and while the third knight avoided my blade, he didn’t escape hers, and blood gushed from his chest.

Our eyes met over the three corpses. The depths of her eyes were maddening. I didn’t know if they held secrets, but they surely were the stage for warring emotions. Through our time together, none of them had won. She hated me in the same proportion she sparked with relief.

Multiple fists pounded on the door. A sliver opened in the wood, snapped through by a sword.

I clutched Ishana’s hand and ran to the bookshelf. She stalled, going back for our bag before coming with me. Before we reached our goal, the ground around the fort trembled, knocking me down, silencing the knights outside. A second later in that silent expectation, something huge crashed against the fort, showering us with dust and pebbles.

“Kayleigh is here,” I coughed. She and the Champions came to our aid, but their help would be impersonal. Another of those blows and the whole fort might come crashing down, burying us along with Briana.

I tumbled the bookshelf; as I presumed, there was a trapdoor leading into the underground. The pounding returned, grave voices shouting the princess’ name. I lent my arm for Ishana to use as a rope; with my other hand, I shot at the silhouettes peeping through the gaps. A mace battered the door, splinters flying like darts. Then Light infiltrated the cracks, liquefying what remained of the door. I kicked the armchair against the soldiers and jumped down the hole.

Ishana immediately started running, with me close behind her. Roars erupted outside, so furious it peeled grains of earth from the tunnel’s narrow walls. Two salamanders slithered after us, more desperate to get revenge than to oppose the army invading their lair and protect their dead general.

We found an exit concealed by bushes. Beyond it, blades clinked, throats erupted in anguished screams, beams of artificial Light engulfed the forest. Whatever waited on the other side, we’d have to face it.

We leapt out, not caring about the leaves catching on our hair, the small thorns boring holes in our clothes and unprotected limbs. The canaries were pecking at our heels. They stopped with their arms raised, frozen in position to strike, upon seeing whom they stumbled upon.

Two Champions watched as we emerged from the burrow. A third was cleaning yellow blood off his spear. “Need a hand, sisters?”

“If you’d be so kind, brother.”

I caught Ishana by the wrist, saving her from the spear that rent the air in its precise route to stab the nipple of one of our pursuers. We didn’t stay to watch how horribly the second one would die.

The fort was a colossal candle. Bodies crowded the staircase, clogged the entrance and the windows. Yellow and blue feathers drifted in the sizzling, musty wind. Soldiers joined in a brief truce to extinguish the flames of a fallen torch that threatened to consume the land. Around them, Champions and Grey Eyes greeted each other in earth-shattering duels, unleashing the God-inspired skills they had been holding in reserve for their true adversaries.

It was a shame that we couldn’t sit down and watch.

We raced in the opposite direction of the burning fort, but there were people coming from every direction, springing from the earth like weeds. Lured out of every cave, a smorgasbord of combatants enlisted in the pandemonium. Some wore yellow and blue bands, others came rushing with stolen armour and weapons, others yet were armed with their stupidity.

Bats darted above our heads, frightening other birds out of their sleep. I wished Ishana’s legends came true and I could turn into a bat to carry us away from that madness. Civility was shattered by the catapult, turned into ashes by the spreading flames. As the Legion of Ares marched, the region awakened into a frenzy, the population’s hearts urged into picking up weapons to fight for unfathomable reasons.

We were still in the King’s Compass, but Carys’ Compass stopped working. Tudor was out of range; the Tiara map was a jumble of meaningless scratches and colours. Our extraneous presence was drawing the attention of knights and of the scum. In that state, they wouldn’t know a Priestess from a commoner.

We dodged from the arc of swords, sidestepped the long arms of spears, ducked away from arrows. I squeezed Ishana’s arm, and she understood. I pushed her and, seizing the momentum, she slid across the floor, slicing one soldier’s shin and stabbing another in the stomach. I shot one of the bucket-heads behind us and snatched the sword from another, ramming it into his chest.

Murderous shouts and heinous screams boomed from every direction, sometimes so loud that I expected to find an enemy beside me, ready to thrust their blade into my heart. Twigs and leaves cracked below our feet; bones too. We had no time to jump over every corpse; their numbers were mounting by the minute, piling up like giant anthills, soaking the land with their blood.

An immense tree fell to our left, trembling the ground with the sound of at least three people squashed under its weight. Ishana lost balance. I sprang beneath her, cushioning her fall with my belly and grimacing as I shot at another pursuer. The bullet bit his shoulder, slowing him down but not stopping him. Ishana kicked his ankle. He tumbled over his own axe.

More than once, blades collided against my cuirass; other times, Ishana used the gauntlet to deflect them. My wrists faltered; her feet lost their swiftness. There was the familiar tingle of blades against my flesh, but when I looked, there were no opponents near me. We couldn’t run or fight forever. I stopped trying to figure out where we were and prayed we found any way out, focusing on a single, primordial task: keep Ishana alive.

A village sprang out of the woods. I pushed a pile of barrels over, dousing our pursuers in beer. It wasn’t the flood promised by the God of the Seas, but it was a beginning. Slippery with blood and alcohol, traversing the village’s grounds was a minefield.

I thought we had escaped when I heard a chewing sound. Everyone in the vicinity had stopped to gape at the sight. Two blue-skinned women with wings and claws instead of arms chomped away on a corpse. Their spine showed as they leant in to suck every last drop of blood, devouring meat and bones on the way. As the meal dried up, they looked up, blood dripping from their fangs, their black hair soiled by muck and gore.

“By all the fucking Gods, who are they?” Ishana gasped.

“They... they are the Keres.”

Upon hearing their names, the cruel spirits of violent death shrilled. They shouldn’t have the power to kill, only gobble the dead. But the Vengeance had turned souls into a rare commodity.

I grabbed Ishana and ran in time to escape the hungry beast. Not one to waste food, it captured the man behind us, and his screams were a testimony of Hell.

In wars of that size, a reddish shadow would loom over the horizon. But a dome of darkness voided even that funeral glow. My ability to see in the dark was throwing sand in my eyes instead. I realised, on the brink of tears, that I couldn’t even find the Constellation of Vengeance. If Aphrodite had abandoned us, if we could not count on the Supreme Goddess to breathe life into our hearts, then there was no future.

But giving up was not a choice. Not now.

I spun on my heels, cleaving a woman’s skull in two. Red eyes shone in the shadows; they were everywhere. My blade killed without distinction, their blood mocking me, knowing that the more I spilt, the more I’d be stuck in that place. Pits opened on the earth like Cerberus’ gaping mouths chewing on every piece of flesh it could get its teeth on.

Hurled from the shadows, a spear skewered a skull, scraps of brain spewing on the other side. A huge hammer shortened a man. Blood flowed, wasted; I tried to suck it in, but Heart Magic was in anarchy as well.

My skin itched, stung. I was hurt, though I couldn’t remember being hit. Wounds weren’t healing at their usual rate. My dagger pierced someone’s temple. My blouse was heavy with liquid. The dagger plucked an eyeball from its socket. How many people were there? Too many. I kneed a girl’s spine; I couldn’t hear it breaking. Where was Ishana?

I turned around, looking, calling for her, though I doubt she could hear me. In my dizziness, I didn’t see the axe. I felt a twinge when the blade rejoiced in unprotected, tender flesh. When I looked down, I found my right arm discarded on the ground.

Ishana screamed in my place. The heat circulating across my abbreviated arm filled me with anger, and I surrendered to the emotion. Picking my dagger up with the other hand, I knocked the foot soldier down—a fucking foot soldier!—, punching through his chain mail one, two, three, four, I lost count of how many fucking times. His chest was ravaged, his soul drowning in blood and broken bones, and still I stabbed, pursuing him through the tunnel of darkness to drag him back so I could kill him again.

It was Ishana who pulled me off the shattered corpse. “Look at me. Look!” Her icy hands reminded me of the world collapsing around us. A red eye patch blocked my right globe. Finding that young face splattered with blood inflated me with hate, though of a different kind.

I shot another bastard before saying, “Stay close to me.”

“I’m holding you.”

“No need.”

She followed me closely, more worried about me than about the gladiators who kept slaughtering each other and trying to bag us.

Heart Magic wasn’t working, but I still had my sixth sense, honed from decades of service. A rhinoceros charged toward me, the spearpoint aimed at my chest. I stepped aside. The beast tumbled on its own legs and gasped as if the Creator had slipped the ground off his feet. I drove the dagger until the pommel almost disappeared inside his lung. Ishana had to help me extricate it. When we recovered the weapon, I dropped to my knees.

“Carys, come on!” Ishana took my hand, pulling me up.

“I’m alright.” I staggered as if an arrow had pierced my thigh. The stump bled profusely; I didn’t know I had all that blood inside me. Could a single person bleed twenty litres? “It’ll heal soon, you’ll see.”

A stray knight found us, his broken armour looking like bandages. I raised the dagger to finish him, and a thousand needles pricked my torso. The dagger fell from my numb fingers, and I was once again rolling in the mud, clutching my chest, suffocating on my own heartbeats.

With half-closed eyes, I watched Ishana dodge the sword that descended like a thunderbolt and get hit by a gauntleted punch. Her steps lost their grace and lightness. I clenched the fist I still had, pleading for Heart Magic. Ishana toppled under the strength of another punch. The knight’s greatsword plummeted to the ground, millimetres from her stomach. Wasting no time to free the sword, he unsheathed a dagger.

But Ishana was faster, taking advantage of the proximity to drive her sword into the hollow space of the helmet. When she withdrew her sword, blood gushed like a digger finding a fresh spring. Heavy with death, the knight fell on top of her. Ishana threw him aside and got me up as if I weighed nothing. Fog coated her dark-brown pupils in a thin film.

“Lean on me,” she ordered, not waiting for my input before slung my arm over her shoulder, the one that was whole.

“I’m fine!”

“Stop with this shit, Carys, you’re not fine!”

I let out a harrowing laugh. “Your mouth’s getting dirt.”

“The things you make me do. Now shut up and let me help you!”

“Soon, I’ll grow another arm, a better one. You’re exaggerating.”

I couldn’t feel the fingers I still had. Hot droplets snaked through my back. My boots squeaked with every faltering step, my feet swimming inside them. Ishana carried me without a wheeze. Where was all that strength coming from?

“You’re bleeding,” I said, startled by my anaemic voice.

“It’s not my blood.”

“Yes, it is.”

It was impossible not to recognise. Her blood was the same colour as mine, rich as the juiciest pomegranate, not dirty or pale like that of the many we killed. Our vitality dripped on the spongy soil, germinating apple-red flowers.

“It’s just a small wound. Let’s worry about you first.”

The roar of the unending battle followed us, but we threw the wolves off our scent. Blue fire raged on, ravaging the city. Its fingers rose to the sky, turning the colour of sangria. The sun should be near; a ball of hateful fire moulded from blood sacrifice. It invited me to step into its core where pain was nothing but a fleeting memory, a flaw of mortal bodies.

“Carys? Stay with me. We’re almost leaving.”

I widened my eyes as much as my flesh tolerated. I couldn’t give myself over to sleep. I had to protect the girl, keep her alive, healthy, happy. Where was—okay, the dagger was still with me, joined with my fingers.

“They won’t get you, Ishana. No one will ever take you away. I’m here...”

And then I wasn’t any more.


Colour of Dead Grass, One Inch from Dying

I never thought the world could be so dark.

After the lucky bastard severed my arm, the light around and within me weakened, dimmed, until it went out, turning my universe into a nest of darkness. Snakes made of shadow chaffed my skin. If I tried to move, they squeezed, milling my bones. If I opened my mouth to speak, to scream, the beasts suffocated me with their slimy tails. Their fangs pricked my immaterial body, their poison spreading, turning me to stone.

I never thought that, after my first death, I would fear the dark again.

When the soul was temporarily expelled from the body, it floated in the void. There was neither a parlour in Elysium to enjoy a cup of tea nor a vestibule in Tartarus to give a taste of eternal damnation. Just an infinite vacuum where consciousness cannot breathe.

No-Realm, the Emissaries of Hades were the first to give it an official title. Twilight Realm was the ephemeral moniker invented by the Prodigies. The Void was how most people knew it. Whatever the name, virgin souls could not fathom this place. No matter how lonely or scared they felt, or how much pain they endured in the world of the living, nothing compared to the threshold between eternal life and irreversible death. For many, the experience was maddening. A fraction of the soul returned to the body; the other remained in the Void. For me, there was something forgiving, gentle, in the nothingness.

Or at least it used to be.

What I experienced now was a merciless plight that no book described, no Oracle envisioned, a torment beyond the Gods’ vicious creativity. My soul clung to me like a parasite, binding me to this unnatural, desolate land. Streaks of light brightened the blackness, but when I tried to touch it, they burned me and disappeared. I was not allowed to die, and I did not own my life. The Void represented a universe flattened between two poles, but I was outside the linearity. I was an intangible entity connected to my physical navel by an umbilical cord. Neither flesh nor soul; an aberration in between.

I heard things. Crunching gravel, a sound that made me think of the world being torn to pieces. The wind howling like a pack of hungry wolves getting closer and closer to me. Rain heavy and sharp as glass shards. The terrible, consuming silence.

Stand up, Carys! It’s a stupid arm, nothing you haven’t dealt with before. Where is your nerve, your vigour? I could not hear my heart, could not feel my pulse. My body was a husk, and what remained of the self was a little animal hiding inside it, scared to leave.

Aphrodite’s sewn image was above me, looking gloomy, miserable, pathetic, the way humans must have felt right after the Vengeance. Her tear slid across the violet tapestry like raindrops on a window, falling endlessly without a frame on which to break apart. I kept waiting for it to drop on me, soak me in sorrow and compassion, but all it did was fall, fall, fall...

Ishana. Was she still with me? Not meeting her silly smile awoke fears I had buried seven feet deep in my chest. Phobias I did not know existed within me that now clawed their way around the dark recesses of my soul, setting ablaze the ivies of faith clinging to it.

Greed. That was the transgression that, according to Dariela’s relentless fight against the mercenary disposition of the Priestesses, would destroy the Order. Greed would corrupt our hearts beyond the miraculous healing of the Creator. We would be dead like the pacified, but without ever finding the peace we granted them.

Once, I saw Aphrodite again, and she appeared to have a second tear streaming from her scintillating blue eye. Was she crying for me, who could not cry for myself? And if so, was it out of pity or reproach?

“Shining Aphrodite, fairest and wisest among the Gods...” What was that? Who mocked me? “Of your everlasting Love, we thank You for a breath that may protect and warm us.”

The strangest of memories materialised, the ghost of a long-abandoned passion.

My legs dangled from the farthest edge of the Pont Werdd, a magnificent 80 feet natural arch of limestone and chert. Waves embraced the promontory’s pedestal, the water so limpid I could see the reflection of my ten-year-old self. My ewythr had shown me the place, and mam Arianell hated him for that. Despite their insistence that I should never climb the Pont Werdd, it quickly rose to become one of my favourite places. I would sit there for hours, plucking grass from the rock, lost in the impossibly long horizon... and writing poetry.

Pages filled with verses about dragons, the sun, dreams, family; about love. They were foolish, composed by the limited comprehension of a fanciful young girl. But I liked them. I liked sitting there and carving delicate words from my heartbeats, even if no one would ever know about my poetic reveries. Maybe Aphrodite or Apollo knew. Back then, I was not aware of the Gods’ influence. I was not aware of how small we were.

Then, something even more strange happened. A wispy shadow approached me, its features breaking on the arc’s curve. It sat beside me. I thought it must be my ewythr or Kayleigh. But when I turned to greet the newcomer with the smile that their arrival had prompted, it was Ishana. She, who would not be born for the next one hundred and nine years. Realising the impossible nature of our meeting filled me with longing, a pain that no child should undergo. Despair seized me; for the first time, I was afraid of height, of being swallowed up by the ocean below. What was I supposed to do for the next century while waiting for her?

Ishana looked at me, her eyes richer and deeper than the horizon. She regarded me raptly, as if reading me. And then I realised: she was not real. She was one of my verses; a part of me that, no matter how many centuries passed, I would never find, never touch, never feel. She would be buried along with every poem I ever wrote.

“I praise You and thank You for blessings given.”

But the truth was that I did not want to bury her, turn her into a shrine to another piece of me that I discarded like shed skin. I desperately dug, gouging out large quantities of dirt with my bare hands. I clasped the sound of her voice as if it were a rope twisting itself around me, coiling itself around my neck as I strained to climb it.

“I praise You and thank You for blessings given.”

Her faith warmed my heart and made my soul sigh.

The natural fragrance of chlorophyll fanned my lungs, dispersing the crust of ash enveloping them. I inhaled, trying to distinguish more scents, but the animal cowered inside its husk, suspicious of poisonous plants. I gritted my teeth, pushing it towards the exit, but it resisted, and I did not fight for long.

My spirit shuddered in a pattern both distressing and wonderful, like small ripples sailing across a lake or echoes travelling across a long tunnel.

“It’s time to stop this drama, eh? Come back at once!” Ishana’s voice reached me from afar. Why had not she given up on me?

Where were we? Rest... I could not rest if I wanted to. There was no respite, no comfort; peace sounded like an absurd concept when I remembered it was something I used to crave. My sense of time was null. A week or a year was the same. A new arm should have sprouted by now, I was sure of it. Or if not, then at least I should die. Death was the rest I needed.

What had Sappho written?

“And when you are gone there will be no memory

Of you and no regret. Unseen in the house of Hades

You will stray, breathed out, among the ghostly dead.”

And:

“I turn the colour of dead grass,

And I’m an inch from dying.”

That was how I pictured myself: flat on the ground, the grass a bed of spikes, dying inch by inch but never dying. My decomposing flesh devoured by worms and flies and ants.

A completely distinct set of verses possessed my senses.

“I do beseech you, by all the battles wherein we have fought, by th’ blood we have shed together, by th’ vows we have made; to endure friends. Though I could wish you were conducted to a gentle bath and balms applied to you, yet dare I never deny your asking.”

It was not Coriolanus’ voice, although that one too had a fibre that bent me in its direction.

I was back at the Theatr yr Ifanc, sitting on the edge of one of the most prestigious chairs. Two candles lit the stage of an otherwise dark room. Their flames bathed the single actress in red light as she invoked with passion and precision scenes and lines I thought I knew so well. The starlet eviscerated the characters to expose hidden depths, breathed new life into them. My jaw dropped to the floor when, in a fleeting instant of breaking the fourth wall, she concentrated on me, piercing my heart with the arrow of her smile, dimples and all. Long, majestic curtains closed in on her; applauses crowned her with laurels.

And then the show was over.

I broke my nose so many times during my training with the Order, and then later working on my own, that it was incredible how it still functioned without any permanent damage. But when a familiar fruity, woody scent itched my nostrils, I was certain it had come the time for the defects to materialise.

“Carys Epistro’phia.”

I shook my head, willing the voice to leave me alone. Her silent presence lingered, patient and overwhelming. Braving her was the only way out. A way out, indeed. If she was here, it had to mean I was being rowed along the Styx, all my precious coins in Charon’s hands.

When I opened my eyes, I found that I had eyes. I was floating in a black, misty space, stripped off floor and ceilings; of anything material. Distant spots of light glinted like polished diamonds. It looked like... the cosmos, the unfathomable realm beyond the mass of shadows guarded by the Constellation of Vengeance.

I looked askance at Rosenwyn Nekrodegmôn. Unlike me, who was bobbing in that waterless sea, she stood there, immobile as if supported by an invisible thread.

“What are you doing here?” Of all the matters that tormented me, that seemed the most urgent. It was not that I disliked Rosenwyn; her presence offered answers I may prefer to not obtain.

“You summoned me.”

“I did—” I bit back my denial. Arguing with her never led anywhere. To my astonishment, Rosenwyn took the occasion of my haze to continue speaking.

“It is rare for us Emissaries to receive a summon. The living are not keen on our companionship lest circumstances require it, and the dead we cannot follow. It is a caustic irony that we study death to serve life and are banished from both spheres.”

“And what sphere is this? I cannot breathe and I cannot shut my eyes! What am I if not dead or alive?”

Rosenwyn glanced around. Her bluish lips nearly smiled, which I feared would contort her face in a ghastly mass of fat. “You are in the Plains of Judgement.”

The world came alive with a shock wave that plucked at invisible strings all around us, resounding much like... a heartbeat. And in the wake of that sound, came another: a wail. Horror, as I hadn’t felt since I was a child and didn’t know myself immortal, seized me. The Cyhyraeth. The disembodied spirit would moan three times. In the third, the person who heard it would die. Me.

“Who is judging me?” I whispered, as if whoever watched us would not be able to hear.

Rosenwyn placed a solemn hand over her chest. I felt her cold fingers on my skin. “There is no one else here. Submitting yourself to the judgment of others is facile. It is when confronted with our souls that we learn who we are and who we wish to become.”

Small undulations deformed the fabric of the world where my wobbly hands and feet touched. Unable to walk, I fell to my knees, wishing I could crumple that secluded universe like a sheet of paper. My bones, immaterial as they might be, were caving in to the terrible pressure in the atmosphere. Piranhas gnawed at my arms, cold as if immersed in a barrel of ice. The whirlwind was relentless; it stretched my limbs, bones and ligaments popping.

Silent steps approached me. Rosenwyn’s dress glided around her bare feet like a personal cloud.

“I don’t know what to do,” my whimper echoed, loud and ugly and true.

“You do. Otherwise, we would not be having this conversation.”

I shook my head, the only reasonable action in that black hole where all reason was extinct. My consciousness was darting around a labyrinth of veins, arteries, organs, unable to ignite my mind.

“You’re no Titan of Love, but Aphrodite chose you for a reason. Show me why!”

“What’s happening here? Where is she?” Frenzied, I spun in place until I was so dizzy that I lost dominion over my spirit and fell back on my arse.

A hole opened beside me. Messy, overlapping colours attempted to penetrate the pitch. Twisted images folded and unfolded, toppled onto themselves. Shyness urged me to shut my eyes, lock them away from that disorder, and I almost obeyed it. Except it was not shyness, but ingrained horrors that took root in my heart without me even realising it.

Instead of closing them, I widened my eyes. Prismatic crystals churned up around me, blinding. Yet, I did not recoil. When the colours asserted themselves, I saw Ishana for the first time since my blackout.

I approached her image, hand outstretched to reach her. But I could not. I was seeing Ishana through a window, and the panels kept us apart. She was leaning back on a tree, staring at a small, round object. I had never seen it before, though the way she held it, how she strangled the silver cord connected to the pendant, was of someone bitterly familiar with the artefact.

“What is this?” I asked. When that got no reaction from her, I punched the glass. Hard as metal, it did not even tremble. I howled in pure agony; howled until my vocal cords were tattered ribbons. “Take me to her!” I demanded of Rosenwyn. The dead woman who talked to ghosts looked perturbed; an unmissable opportunity for jokes that I disregarded with another roar. “You can summon shades. Summon me into wherever she is! I give you permission!”

“You are not a shade, Carys Epistro’phia. Not yet.”

“Why do I feel like this, then?” I asked no one in particular. Rosenwyn answered.

“You are surrounded by inhabitants of the Underworld. They are encroaching, and you are giving them permission. In time, they will silence your heart.”

The wail sounded for the second time. Ghosts munched on every heartbeat that escaped my chest.

“Can you feel me? No one will dare fucking with you if you’re close to me.”

“I feel you,” my voice echoed.

I understood then that death was within arm’s reach. If that was my heart’s desire, all I needed to do was take the leap, breathe in the mist, bend my head so Thanatos could cut it off. Reaping souls after the Vengeance must be a boring work; perhaps my surrender would amuse the Personification of Death.

Ever since the beginning, I could have let go. But my heart was an anchor filled with the hurt of broken promises, of missed opportunities. It was pulling me back to the shore where Ishana waved to me. There were so many stories I ached to tell her. I never bought the cigar I wanted us to share, never took her to the theatre. I wanted to have the chance to see her grow and realise her wonderful potential. My Goddess—

Aphrodite... Her name on my tongue had always tasted bitter. My prayers were lamentations. This time, beseeched all her supposed kindness, her forgiveness.

“I thought you were going to sell me to the golden bitch, and I was mad at you. But then you surprised me. Again. You like doing that, eh?”

That resolution, that stubbornness, made my heart pump warm, fibrous blood. My limbs got heavier, restraining my ability to float. That weight, I recognised, was my tissues and cells latching onto me; I was moving like someone made of flesh and bones. I flexed my fingers and dug them into my chest. The skin yielded like rotten fruit, and from the putrid centre, a horde of spectres surged away from me and into the abyss where they belonged.

“I swear, if you dare abandon me, I’ll break into wherever this fucking No-Realm is and make your nose even more crooked than it already is!”

Withered branches loomed over me, thorns instead of leaves. Darkness encroached, laughing a cavernous laugh. I fought back with all my strength, blood dripping from my knuckles as I punched, boxed, bashed. It bit and strangled me. I stripped Charon off his oar and smashed it on his cadaveric face. Coins clattered on the floor. I hauled a bag of the undead money at the maiden-like, pale faces stalking me from the treetops. Shrieking, the harpies took flight.

I lost many battles, but as the Priestesses say, what matters is who draws the last blood.


Stand before Me and spread the Grace that’s in Your Eyes

The bowl slipped from Ishana’s hands when she found my eyes open. “Carys! You live!”

She approached with unbridled haste as if intending to jump on me. I waggled my hand to convey an important message: take it easy.

“Sorry, I—” Composed, she kneeled beside me. “Do you want help to sit up?”

After all that time, everything she must have done to keep me alive... clinging to pride would be idiotic. I nodded. Ishana eased me into a sitting position, a tree at my back. She helped me to drink some water. My throat was so parched I didn’t mind the tasteless substance.

“I’ll fetch more water. Don’t move!” Not like I had another option.

Ishana grabbed the bowl and scurried in the direction I assumed was a water source before I could muster the strength to ask her to stay. Those small efforts, the first in Aphrodite knows how long, sapped my energy. Breathing was exhausting. My heart hammered against my chest, first loud and violent like a thunderbolt, then scratchy and slow like a sloth.

It took minutes for my eyes to adapt to the intense light of the forest. Colours were too bright and shadows too dark. Trees stood like pillars, their trunks so tall they covered the darkness with their canopies. Dense, broad leaves fashioned mantles around them. Where the hell were we?

The Tiara. Kayleigh. Athena. Briana. Regardless of what transpired later, I was convinced our misfortune had started there. We killed a demigod. I killed a demigod. Athena granted protection and wisdom in times of need, but her appetite for revenge was as irrepressible as of any true Olympian.

I looked down, assessing my state. To my horror, the stump was still there, like a tree axed in half. At least the bandages weren’t bloodied. A gummy, transparent substance ringed the cloth. It was no common bandage either; it was the wool shirt I bought in the Belt.

Ishana returned shortly, balancing the bowl as best she could with the urgency that made it seem like she was walking on stilts. She sat the bowl and herself down.

“One to ten, how shitty are you feeling?”

“Eleven,” I managed.

“Progress, then.”

Ishana rested my arm on her lap and unwrapped the bandage. My elbow was a distorted mass of red flesh, a misshapen rose that had not bloomed. Despite its ugliness, it was free of infection. I flinched when Ishana touched it.

“Does it hurt?” she asked. I shook my head. For an excruciating moment, she stared at me, taking in my disfigured form. “You’re a shitty Priestess.”

“Busted.”

Ishana wet the cloth. I clenched my teeth, once again expecting pain. What I felt was a reinvigoration of my dormant limb as her fingers, soft as an owl’s feathers, washed it.

“I didn’t know such a place existed,” she said, looking around. “Flowers of all colours. Strange rocks. I found nests there, there, and there, though the birds that made them are quite elusive. You haven’t eaten much. Are you hungry? I picked fruits and caught some fish.”

I shook my head. Ishana went on reporting her adventures through the woods and the little gems she discovered—a beehive with a perfume so different to honey but delightful in equal measures; a spiderweb large like a fresco, though she could not discern the image hidden in the threads; the way the rain collected in broad leaves, and she could later turn them upside down for a veritable waterfall bath.

“Sorry, I’m babbling,” she concluded, out of breath.

“I like,” I slurred. That small phrase alone made Ishana blush. To spare her the mortification, I changed to a graver subject. “Where?”

She was smart enough to deduce the rest. “I don’t know. An old man said here was safe, so I took the risk. They say this forest belongs to Artemis.”

Fantastic. “Time?”

Ishana stared at me for too many seconds before replying. “A month.”

Shit. We had blown the stipulated thirty days by far. Fortunately, the contract didn’t have a time limit.

“Has this happened before?” Ishana pointed at my arm.

I gestured to my leg. A halberd had chopped it off three decades ago. “Three days,” I added. I hadn’t bled like a sow, hadn’t decayed in a bed. Rather, I’d continued to train with the pistol while the new leg grew—which took three days.

“So cool,” Ishana said as she took a white cloth from inside a basket fastened from leaves. She was about to cut another strip when I grunted. “Are you sure?” I nodded positively. “Okay. But if I see any signs of bleeding, I’ll do it. Remorselessly.”

I completely believed her. Her hand lay on the ground, inches from me, but I had no fingers to hold her. Instead, I tilted to the side, brushing her shoulder with mine. She grinned, then laughed, a sound echoing with relief. She straightened me and lounged against the same tree, resting her head on my shoulder. I noticed then that I was wearing a black blouse I didn’t recognise.

“I bought it in a village,” Ishana explained, following my questioning look. “I visited a doctor before we lodged here. I also bought this. I don’t know if you heard when I read it.” She raised a black hardcover book with the title in silver, handwritten calligraphy: The Complete Works of William Shakespeare. “There’s still plenty of coins left, so you needn’t worry.”

Coins were the last thing on my mind. What baffled me was how hard that girl had toiled, how much she had sacrificed, to save my sorry arse. Granted, she had come farther with me than with any other Priestess, and she had no hope of acquiring a free ship without me. Still... She could have dumped me in the Tiara’s bloodstained mud and ran to find Karl. I had never given her a reason to take care of me.

In spite of all logic, Ishana dragged me off the battlefield, carried me for miles, tended my wound, and wielded a sword and a shield to help me fight against death. To say she read to me was a gross understatement. Her devotion inspired the formation of a new constellation, its shining blue threads giving me the will to persevere.

“What are you thinking so much about?” Ishana asked on a future occasion when those deliberations still pursued me.

“How do you know I’m not just staring into the void?” I could now engage in polysyllabic dialogue, though I spoke like a drunken (redundant?) Maenad.

“Your forehead is wrinkled, and your lips are swollen from you biting them so hard.” I couldn’t deny my quirks. What amazed me was that Ishana had learnt them.

“Working out a route to get us back on the road,” I lied, assuming it would excite her, but all she said was, “Oh.”

Movements gradually returned to me. First, I opened and closed my hand, then folded and stretched my legs. Five days after my reawakening, I grew restless. I stretched my limbs, ran around the clearing, did hundreds of sit-ups. My new arm was growing like a plant and needed all the care involved. It looked necrosed, but that was standard procedure until the fingers sprouted and the blood started to circulate.

Like an actress rehearsing for a play, I performed a series of stunts with my dagger, sweeping the mould of my muscle memory. Clumsy and inelegant as my manoeuvres were in those first sessions, Ishana watched with rapt attention. Forgetting my grievance about my lack of coordination, I started to practise more for her amusement than for my own benefit. Without me being aware of it, my arms relaxed, flowing like the wings of a swan. My feet glided on the earth, taking me from one side of the clearing to the other.

Content with my progress, I invited Ishana to join me. I asked her to hit my dagger with her short sword at various angles. The first few strikes sent a seismic wave through my body, bashing the stump with a terrible echo. Persistence led to improvement, and at the end of the second session, I was able to withstand her blows. It was then that she knocked the dagger off my hand and kicked me in the stomach.

“Do you surrender, foul witch?” she asked, the tip of her dagger against my neck.

I grinned and raised my arms. “I surrender, silver-haired assassin.”

It wasn’t how we used to train. Aggressive thrusts, dirty tricks, spilling of blood. My Heart Magic was impaired and regaining full control was my top priority. But it was a start.

I searched for plausible explanations as to why my healing would put me in such misery. None fit so well as the wrath of a particular Goddess. My actions would not be enough to warrant ultimate punishment against a Priestess, but a few days of torture could be considered fair retribution.

I shall make sacrifices in your name, Athena; I do not want to make an enemy of you. But hear me out, Axiopoenos: I would kill your daughter again and again and again if it meant rescuing Ishana from her greedy gauntlets. You can strike me down as many times as you deem necessary, I will always rise from my ashes. Or at least for as long as I enjoy Aphrodite’s blessings.

“We should leave tomorrow,” I said after a break to catch my breath.

“Not even!”

“We’ve waited too long already.”

“No!” Her harshness startled me. “We’re not leaving until your arm is fully formed.”

I surveyed the clearing that had sheltered us for weeks, and then my foetal arm. “It might be another month.”

“So be it.”

“Your parents will get worried...”

Ishana’s lips twitched. “They have been waiting for years. A few more days won’t make a difference.”

Nothing I said would change her mind. Well, it was all cachu hwch already.

“And while we’re here...” she continued, rummaging through her handmade basket. “We should enjoy this.”

She retrieved a black, stubby stick. It took me a moment to realise what it was. I laughed then. “You bought it?”

“I bought two, but the other...” Ishana shrugged. “Anyway, I thought you’d like to smoke after you woke up. It’s not clove, but I hope you’ll like it.”

She lit the cigar with a flint stone, savouring the first drag before passing it to me. I puffed on it, filling my mouth with smoke before blowing it out through my nose. It was cumin instead of clove; delicious all the same. My aching muscles relaxed in the pleasure of tasting something more than water.

“You know, I tried many times to buy us a cigar. But I was so obsessed with finding the same flavour, the same smell. I wanted it to be perfect,” I said, handing the cigar back to Ishana.

“Didn’t need to be the same to be perfect.” She studied the burning tip before taking the cigar to her lips.

We were sitting side by side in the spot that we started calling “our tree.” Birds chirped somewhere in the forest, but as Ishana said, it was hard to spot them. I had the impression we were being watched, though that awareness gave me a kind of comfort.

“Once, I spent a few months living with a Hunter.”

Ishana coughed. I tapped her back. “You did what now?”

“A few years after I left home, I got lost in a forest. And then I heard this wolf howling, and it was nothing like the other wolves I had heard before. I was afraid, but instead of running away, I chased the sound. I didn’t want to kill it, I was just curious.”

“Deathly so.”

I shrugged. “Perhaps. In the end, I found no wolf, but a man dressed as one. My boldness entertained him, and he asked to fight me. We fought, and then I almost died. But he was still laughing and invited me to spend some time with him. A quirky lad he was. My mam had taught me how to survive, but the Man-Wolf—that’s what I called him—helped me to see what was below the earth, inside the trees, and behind the sound of the animals.”

“What happened to him?”

“We parted ways. He’s probably still alive somewhere.” I inhaled the spicy air. “But this here, it reminds me of home,” I said, digging into the humid earth with my toes. “We’d sit round the fire, roasting food, drinking cider. Mam Arianell would play the crwth, and someone would come up with a poem. Then we’d sing stupid songs.”

Our laughter still echoed through the branches when Ishana’s glow dimmed. The cigar passed hands a couple of times before she said, “Your family must be a precious bunch.”

“They were,” I puffed out the words along with the smoke, enveloping them in the warm and sweet cumin so their sound wouldn’t spread.

“What was your name? Before you took your epithet?”

“Carys vch Arianell a Ellis.” The echo of my birth name sounded odd, yet refreshing.

“Ferk. Aria-ann-nesh,” Ishana tested the word in her mouth. I smiled, stupidly happy to see her getting more familiar with the sounds of my mother language.

“It means Carys, daughter of Arianell and Ellis.”

A clement breeze shot across my chest like when my mamau grabbed me for a group hug and we all laughed for no reason until our bellies hurt. I feared speaking their names would spoil the mood, plunge my heart into grief all over again. But the opposite happened. More than a desire, I needed to talk about them, giving them life through the power of their memories.

“Does everyone in your family have mean names?”

“Well, we have fire in our blood, you know.” I winked. Ishana’s dimples glowed. I turned to face her. “Open your mouth.”

Ishana peeked at the cigar, then at me. She obeyed. I inhaled deeply on the cigar, bottling up the smoke. I took her chin with one hand, bringing her face closer to mine. Her eyelids fluttered close. I closed mine as well, the smoke I was holding in my mouth catching fire.

My lips opened a crack, letting the smoke out in small portions. When it reached Ishana’s mouth, she sucked it in. A fog encircled us. Our foreheads met, and once I expelled the smoke, I breathed her in, her scent so easy to distinguish from the cumin.

“I can taste you. Filling my lungs like a balloon.” Her giggle drifted in the smoke. “I could open my arms and fly.”

“Will you take me with you?”

“If you hold on to me.”

She nuzzled my hand, coming to rest her head on my shoulder. I stubbed the cigar out against the trunk and wrapped her in my arms. Even if one of them was in half, there and then, in the cosy cocoon we made, I was whole.

While we waited for the Heart Magic’s slow work, Ishana guided me on brief excursions. She introduced me to the bird nests’ she had spotted and to plants she wasn’t sure were edible; showed me ground of succulent fruits and holes in the vegetation through which we could gaze at the purple masses of clouds; and made me acquainted with the river that played a role in my recovery.

The water, as Ishana said, was clean, giving a view of the sandy floor. It extended to the left as far as the eye could see and to the right, it disappeared on a curve. The current was placid, inviting. On the other margin, a deer raised its head to glance at us, then went back to drinking. I considered that a good omen.

I knelt, dipping my hand in the lukewarm water. “Good for swimming,” I said.

“I haven’t tried.”

“No?” Ishana shook her head. “Why not?” She shrugged.

I left my hand submerged for a little longer, checking for fish. The deer quenched his thirst and returned to the forest. I stood up, bringing my hand to my forehead, my body swaying.

“Carys?”

“I’m dizzy.”

“Lean on me!”

“I’m going—”

“Oh, my—!”

Her cry for divine help was broken off by the splash of our bodies sinking into the river. Underwater, Ishana inflated her cheeks, dramatically increasing their size, and squeezed her eyes shut with excessive force. She flailed her arms as if caught by a net and, once free, she hurried to the surface.

“You crazy snake!” she cried, coughing water while I cracked up. “Why did you do this? You have no heart!”

“Oh, girl, don’t tell me you’re afraid of the water.”

Ishana was shaking. She hugged my shoulders, wrapping one of her legs around mine. She sniffled. I laughed louder.

“Stop!”

“After nearly being kidnapped, killing a hundred soldiers, surviving a war, and caring for an invalid for weeks, you can’t face a small river?”

Drops of water sizzled on her red cheeks. Ishana looked around, realising that no sea nymph had risen from their caves to devour her. Her heart ceased thrashing around. Still, she did not release me. I planted my feet on the floor, sustaining her weight and mine.

“Tell me,” I said, ignoring the strange sensation of sand twirling around my ankles. “If you’re afraid of water, how did you plan on crossing the ocean to your island?”

Ishana locked eyes with me. “It wasn’t my intention to stay on deck...”

“That being the case, we should hire a fishing boat and put you inside one of the fish barrels.”

She laughed along this time. “Fair enough.”

My hand trickled down to the small of her back, drawing soothing circles. “I cannot promise that I won’t ever put you in danger, but I can promise that I will do my best to defend you no matter against what or whom. Even against the ocean.”

Her nails dug into my shoulders. Her trembling breath grazed my cold, wet face. “You have a strange way of motivating people, Carys.”

“When I was... like that. Must’ve been quite boring for you,” I said, unsure if I trusted the things I had heard. Unsure if I wanted them to be real.

“There was no one to piss me off. No one to spar with me. No one to tell me gruesome stories. I killed people on the road, you know. To steal their food. But even that wasn’t the same.”

Over the gentle sway of the river, I heard the crack in her voice. Her frowned eyebrows and curled lips contained agony. Before I could confront the root of her distress, she rested her forehead against mine. Wide eyes stared into my soul.

“Fate played a cruel game when it tangled us. Though you may try, you cannot get rid of me that easily.”

A quiet laugh resonated through my chest. It was not mockery this time. It was relief. “Do you think I would leave you here all by yourself? Hades’ army could not have stopped me from coming back to you.”

A thought jolted my mind: I could kiss her. I felt Aphrodite’s dainty, sharp nails on my shoulders, encouraging me. A small tilt of my head and our lips would connect. Would she refuse me? Did I even want to kiss her? I realised that yes, perhaps I would. But not now. To do it now, I thought, would disrupt that instant, frozen in time as if Chronos were admiring us and neglecting his duty with chronology.

After minutes, hours, days, time re-assumed its nature. Ishana composed her thoughts away from fear and angst. She smiled. Forgetting about her aversion to people messing with her relic, I tucked a strand of soaked silver hair behind her ear. She did not wince nor tried to escape me like a slimy carp. Instead, she coiled my loose strands around her finger. I never thought of my hair as particularly sensational, even though Agnes claimed I was the most stunning specimen of the Kingdom. Truth be told, I was quite careless with my hair. But after weeks in a coma, it was smooth and shining; cleaner than I had ever seen it after I became a Priestess.

“Lie down,” I said.

“What? Why?”

“Do you trust me?” I asked with pleading eyes.

“Not even ow!” Ishana cried.

“Smart girl. Now, lie down.”

She glanced at the tame current, biting her lips. She uncurled her leg from mine, stepping on my feet even though she could reach the floor with more than enough room for her head to stay above the surface. With one last suppliant look at me, she capitulated.

She gasped when her the bumpy water mattress grazed her back. I placed my arm under her. “Stretch your arms. Feel the movement.”

Ishana swallowed drily. It took her a hot minute to trust the stream, my steadiness, and herself. Slowly, as if fighting against sleep, she closed her pupils. Tension diluted in the water, making her light. Arms opened, white as wings; her hair floated like a swan of pristine feathers. She did not notice when I withdrew my arm. Above us, a nightingale rewarded her courage with a song, wistful and delightful.

After an arduous month, she rested. Her chest harmonised with the gentle rise and fall of the river, sometimes so tame it didn’t seem to sway at all. Seeing her so serene, so limpid, grieved me. Death, my dispassionate companion, poked a hole in what remained of my soul and forced me to peer through it. And behind it was mam Arianell, holding my languishing, lifeless body. Her cries for divine mercy, her bloated eyes; I saw very little when she found me. Now, I witnessed it all. I felt what, decades ago, failed to penetrate the rocky wall around my heart.

For the first time in decades, I looked Thanatos in the eyes. And he laughed at me. No matter if we were immortals or not, he would always feed on human anguish.

Dew drops slid from long eyelashes as Ishana’s eyes fluttered open. If she noticed I had backed away from her, she didn’t complain. Instead, she pinched her nose and dived. I counted forty seconds before she re-emerged.

We climbed out of the water and lounged on the land to dry. The weather was pleasantly warm, the air sprinkling us with cool molecules of water.

“Would you like to live in a place like this?” a drowsy voice asked.

Speckles of light flitted from leaf to leaf. Patches of flowers waved at us. “It has its beauty. But it’s so... calm. I’d get bored.”

“Straight up? I thought you led a bucolic life in your farm.”

“Me? No! Between running after foxes with a stick and climbing life-threatening hills, my life was full of adventures!”

She nudged me with her shoulder, laughing. I rolled to my right, cushioning my head with my arm. Ishana mirrored me. A single drop ran down the long veins of her neck. I dragooned my gaze back to her eyes.

“Would you? Live in a place like this?”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “Flowers are prettier than humans and I don’t get the urge to squash them. Artemis should be the Goddess of Wisdom, not Athena.”

What about your parents? I wanted to ask. Summoning their name would make it real. And in those days, inside that wild, nurturing forest, it was easy to pretend nothing else existed. The war in the Tiara was happening in another galaxy; Priestesses were nothing more than scary stories to tell around the campfire; coins could not coerce fruits to grow or fish to jump inside our nets. Just like it was in my childhood.

“And I’m sure there are adventures to be found here,” she said with a certainty that made me wonder if she had hidden something that happened to her during my coma.

The wind was getting cold. I stood up and helped Ishana, and we sauntered back to our camp.

“Where’s our stuff?” I asked, bothered by the absence of my loyal bag.

“I buried them in different places as a precaution.”

“Good idea, Merricat. I just hope you remember where they are.”

Fortunately, Ishana had a splendid memory. The bag hid in a hole a few steps away from where we slept. My pistol was in another, a tad farther. It was good to feel my old friend on my waist again, even if it was lighter than usual. Armour pieces were scattered in other pits, concealed by vegetation and earth. Seeing them gave me a heartache.

“Do you regret it?” Ishana asked, watching as I tried to soothe the scratches on the gauntlet.

“Your protection comes first.” It’s in the contract, I almost added, but it sounded fallacious.

At night, Ishana lit a modest fire, and we huddled around the flames. After the war inferno and the blizzard, it was a blessing to warm flesh and soul by that peaceful, welcoming campfire. Ishana roasted the last of the fish she had caught and opened the bottle of wine that the prayer had rewarded us with. The seal was already broken, I noted, but little had been drunk. I couldn’t blame her, even if she had downed it all.

The fire crackled, soft like cicadas. The night wind played a harmonious flute. I took a generous sip of the wine and passed the bottle to Ishana.

“May I ask you something?”

She stopped with the bottle halfway to her mouth, unused to politeness on my part. It was odd to me as well, but I judged the subject was intimate enough that a little discretion wouldn’t hurt.

“Sure,” she said.

“What was that object you were holding the other day? A pendant, I believe.”

Ishana looked away from the fire as if the flames had stung her. “You saw it?”

“In a way, yes.”

I stopped myself from analysing her heartbeats. It was not fair, and I was not sure if the Heart Magic would cooperate anyway. Ishana gulped the wine and crawled over to me. She rummaged through the pockets of her new blouse, pulling out the mysterious artefact.

The small, round object, which I thought was a coin or some religious item, was in reality a minuscule portrait of a family. Two men, one a bearded adult, the other a clean-shaved youngster, had blue and wavy hair, a rounded nose, and brownish skin. The woman sported a lean figure crowned by a silver mane, the visible skin of her hands and face pale as moonlight. The man had a fraternal hand on the youngster’s shoulder, but the woman’s fingers curled in the air as if someone had erased the fourth figure from the painting.

“It’s your family,” I said, half-questioning, though there was no doubt in my mind. Not all that acquaintance, I realised in bemusement, came from Ishana and the boy. Had I seen those people before?

Ishana nodded, glassy eyes not looking at me or at the portrait, not even when she named the figures. “My mother, Beryl. My father, Tiberius. And my brother, Milos.” She took another dose of the wine, swallowing it with such exertion I feared a piece of grape had caught in her throat. “Karl brought this when he came looking for me.”

Two parents, a brother. How big was the family of renegade Lovers? And how many followers did they have besides Karl and his henchmen? Questions I should have asked before, but it did not seem to matter when I signed the contract. Oh, fuck them. The money was good enough to shut my mouth and keep my dagger in its sheath.

“You’ve never seen the island?”

“I—” Ishana was about to finish with the wine. I confiscated it from her. “I was born in Haillikós. My parents were discovered and persecuted.” By Priestesses, she didn’t need to specify. “They protected us for as long as they could, but in the end, they had to make sacrifices. My brother escaped with them, but I stayed behind.”

I am sorry would be the right thing to say. But I was not sorry. I was glad she had been left behind.

My mind was reeling. Her parents eluded the Priestesses’ radar for years, had two children in the meantime, escaped the inquisition, and now reigned on an island where they could live without restraint, without guilt. But was that really a life? Love did not give life. It took it away. The beginning of Love was the end of life.

Choking up on those thoughts, I turned to her. Ishana had put the pendant away as soon as my attention left it. Part of me wondered if she wanted to reach the island. The other part chided me, emphasising that I had no reason to care. But this part was the half of my body that was missing an arm, incomplete and irrational. Ishana took care of me for so many days I could not count on all my fingers. No one else would have done that. I couldn’t repay her by ignoring the dangers that surrounded her.

I tugged on her elbow. Ishana came to me, burying her head in my chest. With my arm over her shoulders, I held her close. Shielded inside my overcoat, she looked so small. And I, despite my pomp, was small as well. I wished I would wake up tomorrow as a Titan. Gigantic like Atlas, bearing the world on his shoulders. I would carry Ishana on mine, and no one would ever think of harming her again.

We watched the flames dancing until they died out.

The next morning, I woke up to a child bouncing around me. “Look, Carys, look! Your arm!”

It was complete. Brand new. Whoever saw it now would never guess its predecessor had been cut off. I mirrored Ishana’s smile, knowing that without her, chances are I’d be buried under a hundred corpses and layers of muck.

I tautened and stretched my fingers, pinched my ivory skin until a proud bruise appeared. I punched the nearest tree and did a few push-ups. Curled my fingers around the dagger’s handle and the pistol’s grip. No pain or discomfort.

“So, all good? Are you... feeling everything?” Ishana asked.

I walked up to her and reached out to touch her forehead, her eyes rotating to follow my every movement.

“I can feel this,” I said, smoothing her eyebrows. She shuddered, but not in fear or repulsion. Then she lay thoroughly still. “This.” Her face warmed up as my palm sank into the softness of her plump cheeks. “This.” I traced fading scars on her temples and nose. “And this.” I fondled her lips, her teeth closed like the gates of Troy, wetting the pads of my fingers.

Everything worked perfectly. I smiled, grateful, and she smiled back at me. Then I brought her face to mine and kissed her.


Blood will have Blood

The forest was an exuberant labyrinth. Two hours had passed since we packed our bags and headed north, and all the shades of green, the bundle of trees, the buzzing of insects, the trampled branches, everything looked the same. My feet, unaccustomed to long walks, fidgeted inside my boots. My calves burned, longing for ten seconds of rest. If I stopped, I’d collapse. I shook the compass, wondering if the despicable thing was broken like me.

“That’s why the old man said this was a quiet place. The forest swallows everyone who enters it. We are in Chronos’ stomach!” I yelled. My histrionic intonations did not enliven Ishana. She remained silent, a policy she had adopted for the last couple of hours.

I thought I heard a wolf, howling deep in the woods. A little action would do me good, and if Heart Magic returned along with my arm, I could use the animal’s blood to show us the way. However, the only animals we encountered were pretentious birds, cowardly snakes, and frightened moose. No danger. No thrill.

“I should’ve packed a slingshot,” I said to the wind. One of those birds must have mistaken Ishana’s tongue for a worm.

Soggy leaves turned to puree under our boots. The purple in our attire was disappearing under the green of burrs. Ishana guaranteed that she had delivered offerings to Artemis every day; perhaps I should’ve killed that deer by the river and roasted it in her name.

Instead of following the compass, I survey Gaia’s footsteps. Clues leapt into view: an arrow-shaped flower, a rock curved like a bow, ants marching to their homes carrying leaves on their backs. The grass grew thinner. Rays of darkness penetrated the treetops. Daedalus’ labyrinth unravelled into wider spaces until we reached a curtain of leaves and, behind it, the world of mortals. Frustration overshadowed relief.

“Fuck!” My shout reverberated across the deserted area.

We were still in the Tiara. I recognised that region. The good news was that it looked as I remembered, which meant the war had not spread that far. No pillar of smoke in sight, no clapping of blades; the air smelled of sand and cereal. I put one foot out, and no arrows rained down on me. Raising my eyes to the sky to thank Artemis for her protection, the words froze on my lips.

The clouds were whiter, sunnier; I could almost discern their shapes and sizes in the black pool. Impossible... that must be a complication of the coma.

Squaring my shoulders, I gestured for Ishana to follow me.

As I feared, we had strayed from the original route. We were west of the border city I planned on using to enter the Crown. Red Carpet was a small but welcoming place, receptive to foreigners even when they clearly weren’t there as tourists.

“Hope your legs are ready for walking,” I said.

Ishana adjusted our bag on her shoulder.

We passed by separatist villages and burghs. Barred gates and sombre eyes spying from watchtowers warned us we would not be welcomed, no matter our business. Aloe vera leaves were strewn over streets like spikes. Charred heads and limbs hung from cacti. Dust collected at roads where a donkey travelled alone.

Walls were emblazoned with the symbol of the Hearth of Hestia: a stone fireplace guarded by two statues of the Goddess of Family and Home whose red hair spilt over the logs, keeping the fire eternally burning with the tough love of the most seclusive Olympian. An influx of Heart Magic singed my veins as it marked the kindled hearts of the Virgins inside those villages.

The Virgins of Hestia were the protectors of households, a comprehensive term that ranged from small families to whole cities. Some worked integral times at houses, like personal Eudaemons, but during wartime, they spread to defend the less privileged. Even if many were wary of their aid.

The harsh weather and the rugged landscape, in direct contrast with the rest of the region, resulted from a cataclysm induced by Hearth Magic. At the same time creator and destroyer, its double facet was too unpredictable, too baneful, to allow it to roam free. Hestia’s followers were the one group authorised to learn it, and of those, few were permitted to study beyond its healing properties and simple fire conjurations—enough to reduce inept sorcerers to ashes. Hearth Magic, the Oracles said, was one of the primordial tools that empowered Chaos to forge the universe.

For miles, we saw only distant silhouettes and heard dogs barking at invisible prey. A streak of scarlet cut through my peripheral vision once. A Virgin, hurrying down a hill with the red cape billowing behind her. I had nothing against them either, but mostly because I had never interacted with a Virgin.

“Before the Vengeance, when people performed sacrifices, Hestia received the first offering. Even before Zeus. I don’t think Aphrodite would mind if we kept the custom, but better safe than sorry, I guess,” I said all that, imagining Ishana had asked me about the Hearth. She had not, but her eyes met mine for a second, lit by the glow of attained knowledge.

War may not have arrived here yet, but Terror had. Hairs on the back of my neck stood erect, firing sequences of false alarms. On the edges of the Tiara, people were shutting themselves off, arming themselves with farm tools, firearms, and the boons of the Pantheonic Cults. Aziel and Briana better solve their squabble soon, or they might not have any region left to rule.

Worst of all, the silence. Being sentenced to a coma for a month had loosened my tongue. I wanted to discourse, to joke, to chat the miles away; maybe even have a heart-to-heart. But no matter how many stupid comments I made, Ishana’s responses remained monosyllabic.

The kiss was nothing more than a peck, innocent in every conceivable way—or almost. But when I tore myself from her lips, I found Ishana pale as if I had sucked her blood.

I told her the kiss was a formality; a common greeting between Priestesses when one does such a great favour for the other. It was a legitimate token of gratitude—though sex was more popular—, but I don’t think it convinced her. It didn’t convince me.

One house at a time, civilisation resurfaced. Carriages came and went carrying barrels of alcohol, blocks of cement and hay, and downcast travellers, Houses of wood and mud piled on top of each other, some locals looking as beaten as the war refugees.

“Are you hungry?” I asked after seeing an especially emaciated man.

“No.” She had a tongue, ladies and gentlemen!

“Good.” I was. After standing still for so long, my body was expending energies it didn’t have. But our priority was finding the best way to the Crown.

A fortune-teller pitched her tent in the middle of a street, and a mile-long queue waited outside. I bet she was fake, but it didn’t stop citizens from squeezing their pockets to find out what the Gods had in store for them.

Narrow streets plus agglomeration was an excellent recipe for gossip.

“... he burned his own counsellor!”

“... arrows rained down, but Artemis protected my sister.”

“... marching down the Throat...”

“... the bastard is dead!”

Gwych, at least someone saw the princess’ rotting corpse and survived to tell the tale! News spread like Apollo’s plagues, but contrary to my wishes, it hadn’t been enough for Aziel to conquer the throne. We couldn’t find out whether Briana had already revived or not. The moment she opened her eyes, she’d send the birds and the snakes on our track. Leaving the Tiara was more urgent than ever.

My heart jolted upon noticing all the “we” running through my head, a ball of string wrapping me around Ishana, preventing me from thinking of myself as a single person. I forced my thoughts on me, me, me, to no avail. In all my escape plans, she ran by my side. Whenever the prospect of battling popped into my mind, she was fighting alongside me.

A sweet melody caught my attention. Gobsmacked, I watched as a group of Maenads and Satyrs shared an amphora, listening as one of them plucked at a lyre. Momentarily forgetting Ishana, I shuffled across the street.

Noting my presence, the followers of Dionysus silently waved at me. The Faun closest to me, a young-looking Black man with curly hair and sparkling-green eyes, offered the amphora. With a nod, I accepted it and drank. Waves sluiced down my throat, washing the aftertaste of (almost) death. Fucking divine! Priestesses may boast as much as they wanted, but no one had better grapes than the God of Wine.

I extended the container to Ishana. The pleasure on my face caught her curiosity, and she accepted it without so much as a nod. She smelled the mouth of the amphora before sampling the content.

Her eyes were thrown open. I stifled a laugh, but one of the Maenads wasn’t so discreet. Before Ishana dropped the vessel, I took it for her and returned it to the Satyr.

The Maenad concluded her song on a cheerful note, rewarded with applause. She gulped down the wine and shook her head, her deep-purple curls bouncing. She flashed us a red-tinged smile.

“Hello there, loves. What a sweet surprise.” She sounded like an Eros who had smoked too much.

“Has no one tried to steal that amphora from you?” I asked.

“Oh, they did. Entertain us with your story.” She stowed the lyre inside her bag and leaned against an abandoned cart, legs outstretched, heavy boots thudding against the barren soil.

“Nothing much to tell. We travelled through the hellhole, and now we’re here.”

“Going to the Crow?” a blond Satyr with violet eyes asked. I answered with a curt nod.

“We’re heading in the same direction,” another Maenad said, a kind-looking woman wearing a bright-yellow sari under a crimson vest. “Want to tag along?”

“We don’t have much, but we can promise you’ll have fun.”

“Well...” I started, faltering when I felt Ishana’s incredulous gaze on me. Fuck it. After almost dying, I deserved some fun. “If y’all don’t mind us.”

The purple-haired Maenad stood in a single, slightly wobbly movement. She approached us, close enough that I could smell her fruity perfume. She smiled and put herself between me and Ishana, grabbing our shoulders with her arms.

“Welcome to the party, girls! Name’s Elisabeth but call me Ilse.”

Introductions followed: Vel was a dancer, Arshia a painter, and Felix an actor.

“Carys!” Ilse said. “That’s a notorious name.”

“I’d prefer it wasn’t.”

She curtsied, her chlamys imitating the gesture. “We’re all the same here, joined by the quest to imbibe the world with artistic bliss!”

The troop collected their baggage. Their clothes were a patchwork of cloaks, himation, trousers, skirts, hats, boots, and sandals. Remarkably, every piece was clean.

“Are you helping the refugees?” I asked.

“As nomadic poets, we go whatever our hearts demand,” Arshia answered with a toothy grin. “We happened upon a couple of survivors, and believe it or not, they were excited to go back into the fight after partaking in our feast.”

“Oh, I believe it.”

Wine and dances had incited many a rebellion. Arshia punched my arm, and we laughed. I wanted to bemoan that fatuitous happiness, but the wine blunted the knife soldered to my heart, carrying me in its sweet-scented flow.

Liza’s group also favoured the wilds instead of the deceptively easy roads. Plains emerged on Gaia’s green-yellow torso, her breasts sculpting hills, her moles branching in loaded trees. Sparsely cultivated tracts of land were sheltered by hills, mountains, and valleys. How many snakes would use the attractive grass as camouflage? Would tigers lurk behind boulders? My blood aura kept the beasts away, but with my magic failing, would they still be tamed by fear, or would they see me as an appetising chunk of raw meat?

You two would never reach the Crown intact, Briana’s poisonous words soured the pleasant aftertaste in my mouth. In a way, she was right. I lost an arm, Ishana’s sanity seemed to be fluctuating. By the end of the journey, how many pieces of us would remain?

The sky growled, cracked by a lightning bolt. Thanks for the good fucking omen, Zeus.

Miles evaporated in genial conversation. Everyone had stories to share, from the cheerful to the melancholic to the absurd, and despite Ishana’s initial reluctance, she also tuned in to tell us about her misadventures after landing in the Royal Kingdom. Having never heard those accounts before, I paid close attention. Inconsistencies arose here and there. Was she dramatizing her life? Or did she lie to me?

When the chat died down, Ilse took her lyre, recreating the sounds of nature. Felix would sometimes enact one or another scene from plays he had watched or books he had read, and when he needed an assistant, I stepped into the missing role. We spent hours discussing our likes and dislikes, dissecting old tales, and exchanging folklore from our homelands.

I offered to buy wine and other supplies, but Ilse waved me off. No matter how much we drank from the amphora, it never emptied. Ishana, whose survival also seemed to depend on the drink, got more and more acquainted with the Elline receptacle. After seeing the sore state of my dagger, Vel lent me his whetstone, and my weapon sang excitedly as I ground it against the object.

It was easy to pretend the world was a glorious place. That my healing wasn’t slobbing and my Heart Magic wasn’t acting up. That a gap didn’t separate me and Ishana. I tried to catch her eye, but even when she talked of our adventures, she avoided me. Her encased fingers caressed the tall grass. Her steps were agile but calculating as if she were afraid to fall into a quagmire.

Amidst the Party of Dionysus, I questioned our relationship. The examination mortified me. I braved to call Ishana a companion, a friend, when there might be nothing there but a ghost summoned by forced proximity. I doubted she would’ve even remembered me if the Party had been there when I lost my arm. Ishana was lively, and near those Satyrs and Maenads, it was clear who was the dead soul. So, I retreated into the shadows of my overcoat, curling myself in Nyx’s fortifying presence.

Unlike Artemis’ maze, this region was boundless, and not an hour passed without a flaunt of vivacity. Squirrels stole trinkets from the ground and ran from one twig to the other as if they were always fleeing from something. Butterflies camouflaged amidst flowers. Puffins swam in pursuit of herrings and sand eels, their bright beaks glistering orange on the blue surface. Frogs croaked somewhere among the foliage. A wildcat lapped from a lake, one eye on the water, another on the tailless monkeys. Hawks scoured above our heads.

Ilse started singing again about the trees and the clouds and the rivers. Wine flowed freely between us, and I cursed when I sat down on a stone and my balance failed me. Ugh, without Heart Magic, would I have the same poor tolerance for alcohol as mam Arianell?

Rain caught us in drops thin and cold like hailstones. With impressive speed, the Party set up four tents.

“We always bring a reserve, so you two can keep that,” Ilse said.

“Unless you prefer to sleep in my tent.” Arshia winked at me.

“Tempting, but I’ll pass,” I said. “But won’t yours be too crowded?” One tent for four people could invite complications.

Ilse laughed. “Just take your boots off, love.”

Entering the tent clarified Ilse’s breezy dismissal of my concerns. Inside, it was as spacious as a general’s tent. The spongy floor was a delight after the day’s journey, and the walls smelled like wet earth. Grapes spilt from a bowl, and as expected, there was another bottomless amphora to accompany it.

I plumped down and picked a grape. The beast inside my belly groaned, appeased. Until this imbroglio, I had never noticed the cardinal role Heart Magic played in my daily life. It went beyond spells, affecting the most mundane aspects of being human. I felt hungry, cold, messy; my heart was sore, vulnerable as if someone had torn my chest open and broken my ribcage to expose the coward organ. I placed my dagger across my chest. If I heard a single misstep, a slight indication of a straining valve, I’d cut myself open and extract the malignant clog.

Alas, I heard nothing but my heart’s parasitical and stubborn little fists.

Ishana entered the tent. She glanced at the dagger but said nothing, installing herself on the opposite side of the bowl.

“You were right. They are fun.” At first, I wasn’t sure if she spoke with me or with the grape she was rolling between her thumb and forefinger.

“What happened to the flower? The camellia?”

Ishana frowned. What a stupid question... But the need to know was burning. “You were right, it didn’t survive the war. I buried it in the forest.”

A shiver went down my spine. It could have been me six feet underground. Could it, though? I was not a flower; I would sprout back to life. Ishana sighed, staring at the gap in the tent’s entrance that showed raindrops exploding on the ground.

“But I saved you.”

“Do you regret it?”

She squashed the grape. Violet liquid flowed down her hand. “Still deciding.”

An orange spectre undulated on the tent’s fabric. I left to discover the rain had stopped and Vel was stoking a fire. A squirrel roasted atop it. One by one, the Satyrs and Maenads left their tents to join the campsite, using rocks and trunks as cushions. I opted for the ground. Ishana was the last to join.

“What a beautiful day for a revolution,” Felix sighed.

“Share what’s on your mind,” Ilse asked.

“I am thinking of a day, three thousand years ago.” He lifted a hand towards Aphrodite’s face. “Night followed a bright, warm day. Mortals did not know it yet, but that was the last time they would behold the sun. That night everyone was inside their homes. Should a single pair of eyes have been outside, they would have witnessed the change of the seasons. For at the apex of the night, a star fell from the clouds, branding the skies with a rosy scar. When the rooster did not call and the sunflower did not stir and the robin did not sing, the farmers and the peasants knew the world would never be the same again.” Felix embraced an olive tree, leaning his forehead against the trunk. “Where has the sun gone to? Who extinguished the stars?” His cries reverberated. “We slit our throats, hung ourselves from the tallest branches, drowned in rivers. But we were prisoners of an ungrateful mistress.” He turned red-rimmed eyes to us and pointed a finger at me. “From the womb of the night, the bats emerged. Telling us of Love. Spreading the affection of the Weeping Goddess. You drained the blood in our hearts and carved an idol of it!”

My fingers tightened around the dagger’s hilt... then the applauses came. Ishana was startled, but only I noticed it. The rest laughed and cheered Felix, whose murderous expression had bloomed into his usual hearty smile.

“Carys, my friend, we should work on this act together. Let’s call it The Truth of Love. I’m sure it would blow people’s minds!” he enthused before downing the amphora.

“Sure,” I replied, my head still spinning.

Silence reigned once more while we passed the roasted squirrel from hand to hand. Ishana declined, lost in the unreadable smoke of the bonfire.

“I didn’t know it had been so sudden. So brutal,” she finally said. “I had imagined a huge war,” she added with a tinge of disappointment.

The others stopped chewing. Ilse broke one of the squirrel’s bones in her hand.

“Once upon a time, mortals had everything: the sun and the moon, life and death. And Love.” Excited gazes turned in my direction. “Love could be found everywhere... except in the heart. They wrote about it, but they did not feel it. They sang, but they did not understand. Mortals venerated it as a sweet fantasy or a fool’s dream, succumbing to false Love. The Love of beasts, in which the affinity of the soul is disdained, and the beauty of the flesh venerated; in which intelligence is a sign of weakness, and submission is celebrated as prestige. They mocked Love. Forgot Love’s true power.”

I turned away from the fire before my eyeballs melt. The echo of my words in the empty forest gave me a headache. But there was more from where those words came from.

“So, Aphrodite reminded us. Shadows covered the world, Mount Olympus the only lighthouse in the eternal night. Those souls who were in Love travelled beyond the dark. And those who remained became immortals, which was lauded as a blessing, a new age akin to when Prometheus gave humankind the fire. Death was the greatest divergence between mortals and Gods, and now that chasm had been sutured. No longer fearing the Underworld, they raised hell.

“In three centuries, the cries of victory became cries of horror. In four, time stopped. After the fifth century, the Dark Age began. To die was abominable. But to die and come back was, quite literally, soul-crushing. Mortals would have caused their own extinction; except they were not allowed to die unless they fell in Love. It was then that we understood Aphrodite’s power.”

An owl went dead silent. Even the fire stopped crackling. If I closed my eyes, I could sleep for a hundred years. And I feared that, if I slept, I would fall into that hollow behind my heart. Was this how the first generations of post-Vengeance mortals felt? No. They had nothing to keep their hearts afloat. I had... something. A chain wound around my heart that strangled it but also kept it from sinking.

“Or at least that’s what the Book of Eternal Love says,” I concluded.

“You don’t believe it?” Ishana asked.

For a condemning instant, my gaze met Felix, his rapt expression misted by the smoke of a cigar. “The best lies are told with truths,” he mused.

I excused myself a while later, going to bed with Liza’s lyre as a lullaby. Soon after, the tent’s door flapped, and the floor dipped with careful steps. Ishana grabbed the blanket and settled on the other side of the cavernous tent. Her teeth clattered. The early rain shower, the absence of the fire, and the chilly northern wilds were a harsh combination.

“Are you cold?” I whispered, making it easier if she preferred to ignore me.

“Freezing.”

“Dere ‘ma. Bring your blanket.”

Surprisingly, she complied. I stretched out my blanket on the floor as Ishana dragged herself to my side of the tent. She lay in the space beside me, throwing her blanket over us.

“You’re burning!” she shout-whispered when her arm brushed mine.

“Still got a puddle of magic in me.”

“Would this magic include pause menstruation?”

I grimaced as I guessed the origin of her question. She had taken care of me for a month, after all. “It redirects the blood so we don’t have to worry about it.”

“Useful.”

“And easy,” I agreed. “We can try to perform a ritual tomorrow.”

“Yes. Tomorrow is another day.”

Her remark was laced with a cloudy intention. I stiffened my limbs, giving her as much space as possible within our arrangement. But as the minutes drew on, Ishana’s breathing lightened, lifting a weight from our cocoon. She snuggled up to me. I stifled a sigh as my body dovetailed with hers. Joy filled the cracks formed by all those hours we spent apart, unspeaking, and I held her tighter.

Ishana’s heart pounded in her chest, and mine retorted in a similar cadence as if they were exchanging coded messages. I listened, trying to decipher them, but all they did was lull me. In the dead of night, I could not separate her heartbeat from mine.
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“This species reminds me of an extinct flower that used to follow the sun.”

“It’s touching when you talk in poetry. A shame you don’t believe a word you say.” Behind me, Ishana cocked the gun. I searched my waist for the pistol. It was missing. How had she done that? “I sincerely apologise, but our journey must end here. Believe me when I say it’s better if I kill you now. You’d never survive without me.”

She aimed the pistol at my heart. I scoffed. “Betrayal? How unoriginal.”

Ishana almost dropped my gun. “Oh, come on! I’m doing my best. It’s my first play, and you didn’t even give me a script!”

The Party of Dionysus laughed. I seized the distraction to snatch my pistol back. “Improvisation is an artist’s best weapon—when it’s sharp.”

A shepherd and his sheep passed by us. In exchange for two silver coins, he gave us his fattest creature, which Arshia agreed to herd until lunchtime. Ilse graced us with another selection of songs, and when she sang the famous and slightly heretical “Don’t Cry, Darling,” the rest of the Party and I escalated her voice with our own chorus.

At the morning’s apex, we set up a bonfire and killed the sheep. Ilse invited me to strip the animal with her, though I mostly listened to her chatter about her theatre days as she brandished the knife with hedonistic confidence.

Strips of grey smeared the sky, bleaching the dark robe. Could it be that Helios would attempt a second coup? He could not hope to win. With a snap of Aphrodite’s fingers, his heart would explode, and like his cosmic companion, he would drown in the fog of oblivion.

The Constellation of Vengeance remained unchanged, unblinking. The brightest entity in the sky, yet so many people avoided Aphrodite’s brilliant tear-streaked face.

“We’re going to swim in a lake Vel found nearby. Want to tag along?” Arshia asked after our bellies were more than full.

I glanced at Ishana, who was already shaking her head. “I’m choice.”

“Be safe, you two.”

“Safe from what?”

“There might be wild animals nearby.” Winking at us, Ilse left with the others. Long after she was gone, her words and gestures remained with me. At first, I attributed her outgoing personality to her being a Maenad, but while the others were friendly, Ilse treated me with a bothering intimacy.

All those thoughts vanished when Ishana scuttled to my side, bringing the amphora with her. She passed it to me, and I swallowed long gulps.

“Sing to me.”

If the amphora could end, half of it would’ve spewed from my mouth then. “Sing... what?!”

“You sang with Ilse. Is she more special?”

My heart was running like a scared rabbit. What could I sing? Sure, I knew a couple of songs, but none of them sounded good enough. What did I say? Improvisation was an artist’s best weapon.

I wet my lips, then started, slowly. “Born of the sea... Hidden in ocean caves. Rises from the depths and returns to the waves.”

Ishana crawled closer, nestling her head on my shoulder, warming my vocal cords.

“Took up root like myrtle and rose. Away from the sun, yet it grows. I ffwrdd o’r haul, ond dal mae’n ymestyn.” Ishana shuddered when I repeated the verses in Cymraeg. Giving in to a smile, I leaned towards her, singing to her ears only. “Rages like the tide moved by a storm. Then still as the stones, lining the shore. Yna’n dal fel y graean, yn leinio’r lan. Its mirror reveals what hides below, reflecting the truth in the flow. Yr gwir yn y cerrynt. Yr gwir yn y cerrynt.”

My words echoed in the wind until, again, there were only the two of us. Ishana sniffed.

“That bad, huh?”

“No, you fool! That was brilliant. Did you compose it?”

“I did.”

“When?”

“Just now. I guess... you inspired me.” She looked at me, her pupils shining like the earth after rain. My throat was suddenly raw despite the lingering taste of wine. I wriggled a finger in circles. “I should scout the area, make sure we’re safe.”

When had I become such a terrible liar?

Revitalised by their bath, the Party pushed through seven more hours of walking. Ilse invited me to sing with her; this time, I refused. My refusal amused her. In truth, the closer Ishana walked to me, the farther Ilse stayed. I wanted to be thankful for both, but the shadows refused me their solace, making it harder to think.

Felix’s enaction of the first post-Vengeance months surged an insane desire in me: to show her the sun. Since the real deal was impossible, I gave her the sun by the means my cold bones could: through literature. Her radiant smile encouraged me to spill all the lovely passages I could remember, each word pulling the next in an endless chain of rings forged by the pen of various authors. Sun rays tickling lazy limbs; the furious days when heat melted the cold; the couples who performed their Love under a golden spotlight.

“Sand sparkling like gold,” Ishana said. “That’d be mean.”

“The impossible is a matter of perspective,” Ilse chimed in. “You got a wonderful storyteller by your side, so you must know that many stories either hold the truth or become the truth.”

“Or are destroyed by the truth,” Ishana retorted.

“I like that one as well!”

Frost burrowed into the earth and scaled to the top of the trees. Light and fresh air travelled into my nostrils and down my lungs, making the hike easier. We were approaching the Crown and its biting winter.

“Do you have a destination?” I asked Ilse.

“Not really. Mind if we stay with you for a while longer?” I thought we were staying with them. “Who knows, we might have a drink with King Lowell. Heard he has a splendid wine cellar.”

I hummed a non-committal reply. If they intended to go to the palace, I’d need to lose them. A party can only perdure for so long.

Thankfully, that night, they went to bed earlier, leaving the bonfire and the eery quiet of the forest for me and Ishana. Lying on the moist earth, we studied the sky, hunting for the luminous dust of old constellations. Usually so dark at night, today the clouds glowed with a turquoise hue.

“Do you reckon the stars know what lies beyond?”

Wine flapped around my tongue. “I don’t think there’s anything beyond the dark, Brutus.”

Many Priestesses had stared at me the way Ishana was doing now, but where their orbits had burnt with accusations, hers welcomed me with her thirst for knowledge, no matter how unorthodox.

“Did you hear about the World Without Love theory?” She shook her head. “I disseminated it. I told you what the Book of Eternal Love states as the cause for the Vengeance: Aphrodite could no longer bear the twisted way in which mortals and immortals usurped her Love. If this is so, why are those who find Love taken to the afterlife and not the other way around? Why did Aphrodite not grant the Twin Souls eternal life, here in this world, where the Gods fight their battles, make their playgrounds, produce their heirs, and build their temples, instead of taking those blessed souls for herself, condemning this world to wander aimlessly, without a conclusion?”

I gave her some time to reflect, then continued. “Because Aphrodite is dead, I told the Priestesses. We killed her. As she fell into the Underworld, we fell into the black hole along with her. What is life without Love—Love for oneself, Love for life itself? Those who find it cannot stay here. For this is the World Without Love.”

Fire pooled in my cheeks. Ishana’s breathing was calm; my breathing was calm, I noticed with surprise. The last time I preached that theory, the after-effect was my fifth death, lynched by my dear sisters.

“Felix’s enactment,” she deduced. “Is that why they banished you from the Order and you exiled yourself in the Tunic?”

“They cannot banish me or anyone who hasn’t committed a crime. And as much as they tried to frame me, the Charites didn’t find me heretic enough. Injudicious but passionate was their conclusion. But they can pretend I don’t exist. Most did that. I was never like them anyway, so I dumped their society. The Tunic was the place that offered me quietude.”

Supported by her elbows, Ishana’s flushed face hovered above me. Her throat bobbed as she seemed to swallow a rock.

“Now I know why I never liked the others,” she whispered.

I rolled to the side and stood, approaching the fire.

“What are you doing?” she asked, squatting beside me.

“Figured I should make an offering. Normally, I’d use flowers, but...” I scattered wine around the fire, the liquid sizzling. Rosy smoke perfumed the woods. I fidgeted with my fingers, considering what I wanted to say. Or how to say it. Or even if my tongue would accept to spill gentle words after decades of vitriolic debate. “My Lady Aphrodite, accept my”—a cough—“gratitude. We would not have got so far without your... light to show us north from south. Whether you’re cosy in a golden palace in Olympus or rotting in the Underworld, your power reigns undefeated. Goddess, steel my heart, and if I stray from my path, give me a sign.”

I kept my eyes fixed on a scarlet blotch on the soil, not daring to look around, anticipating and fearing to find the sign. There was movement in the corner of my eye as Ishana grabbed the amphora and made another offering.

“My Lady Aphrodite.” The angle of Ishana’s deferential voice sent shivers down my spine. She was not looking at the burning wine. She was looking at me. “Months ago, I prayed to your stars. In my darkest times, I am ashamed to admit that I doubted my valour; that I left those motherfuckers tell me who I was supposed to be. But You came and touched my heart and taught me that there are no obstacles I can’t surpass, no fucker I can’t kill, to reach my goals. If I can abuse your generosity, Goddess, I’d ask for your loyal servant to kiss me.”

The fact that I didn’t suffer a heart attack was proof that Aphrodite was among us. Through Ishana’s orange silhouette, my world burned. She moved back from the fire, her solid form and her sweeping shadow approaching each side of me. She kept her head down, a display of meekness bellied by her rapid breathing.

“Did you just pray for Aphrodite to make me kiss you?”

She raised her head, eyes still pitched down, the tip of her nose brushing my chin. “Do you reckon she’ll answer my prayer?”

My lips skimmed over hers as my mouth formed words. “If that’s truly your heart’s desire.”

Ishana tipped her head back, her eyes shining as if they had absorbed the fire. “My heart? I’m afraid my heart is going to explode if you don’t do it.”

An outlandish cross between desire and modesty surged through me when we met with closed lips. At first, I thought that was as far as we were going to go, not so different from the awkward scene in Artemis’ forest. And despite the cascade of feelings jolting my brain, I wouldn’t push any further.

But then Ishana’s mouth parted, shyly taking my upper lips between hers, tentatively sucking. Pleasure exploded, hundreds of stars blinking across my eyelids. A moan escaped between the gap in my mouth, so fragile and pathetic.

Dread preyed on me as our lips came unstuck. I foresaw embarrassment and disgust as Ishana realised what she had done. Truly, when I peeked at her, she looked disoriented, her cheeks glowing. Excuses and apologies formed in dazzlingly sequence, but they all shrivelled when Ishana licked her lips, overflowing my senses with the small taste I had of her and the yearning for much more.

Wood and bonfire and constellations turned to ashes. The cold regained its domain. Ishana stood in groggy movement, taking me with her. Her hands were clammy when she joined our fingers, and trembling when she slithered one of them around my neck, cupping the back of my head. We stumbled inside the tent, and I offered no resistance when she pulled me to her again.

Moist lips met mine. Soft and innocent lips that had never wet themselves in desire for another. My heart stumbled around my chest, and I smiled at the realisation that she wanted to do it with me of all people!

Her hand slid down my neck to clutch the lapels of my overcoat. Ishana leaned backwards, carrying me with her, until her back landed on the soft floor, my body flat on top of hers. I stroked the dimples on her cheek with one hand, the other finding rest on the curves of her belly.

A cautious crack opened, calling to me. Tilting my head, I caressed her lips, relishing in the heady mixture of honey and wine that instantly inebriated me. Ishana gasped when her tongue collided with mine. I allowed her to explore, matching her rhythm, gingerly at first, like a massage, then darting, thrusting, energetic and demanding.

Our shared breath was getting louder. I inhaled her in, feeling like that was the only air my lungs could breathe. I regretted not taking my overcoat off to bask in the heat emanating from her skin. The thud of our joined heartbeats shook the earth.

From my lapels, her hands moved to my belly, her nails digging into my flesh. Strands of silver and red hair slipped between our lips. No one had kissed me like that before, gentle and ardent, hectic and leisurely; it was that delicate merging of opposites that sent my mind reeling while also keeping me from giving in to blind lust.

An uninvited feeling crashed against my heart, and I gasped as if drowning. Ishana stared at me, eyes wide with unexplained horror, her grip tightening on my clothes.

“What happened?” she whispered.

“Death.” With that, I jumped away from her, staggering out of the tent.

Not an ember remained from the fire, but the pool of blood was fresh and large enough to provide illumination. A broken bow and a severed arm floated in it. Vel and Arshia stood like columns of shadows, their swords shimmering red. Felix’s blond head was all that stood out in the dark. Ilse was crouched, a crimson, jellied glove enveloping her hand. She played with a small, round item that I mistook for a grape. But it was an eyeball.

All three of them were looking down at a corpse whose entrails snaked out of its stomach. From that distance, I recognised the helmet in the shape of a bear and the cloak sewn from leaves.

“Holy fuck, why didn’t you call me?” Ishana’s voice rang loud.

“You killed a Huntress,” I said, my voice carrying too despite my lower, nonplussed pitch, struggling to reconcile the scene with the reality.

Ilse smiled at me. “She had been stalking us for the past day. Waiting for the opportunity to get you two. But there’s no need to worry any more.”

“Who the fuck are you? Our meeting wasn’t a coincidence, was it?”

Instead of replying, she smiled at us, ever so loving and solicitous. I glanced at Ishana. She was petrified. Fear? What could’ve possibly scared her after her delight at finding the grim scene? With no time to think, I grasped our bag in one hand and her wrist in the other.

“Dionysus can protect you, Carys,” Ilse said, lamentation seeping into her farcical glee.

I gave the mutilated corpse and the murderers a wide berth. Ishana caught up to my speed, but I still held her.

“Let them go,” I heard Felix intoning in his actor’s voice, though this was no pantomime. “No one eludes the Sisters.”


The Purple Flower that Shepherds trample to the Ground

Nyx’s children howled like wolves and hooted like owls. Apate buzzed in my ear, a mocking mosquito. Philotes was a hyena laughing at my ingenuity. Momus kept me alert despite my sleep-deprived senses. Moros sniffed on my neck, and Thanatos hid in every shadow. The Moirai’s invisible thread coiled around me, strangling. I summoned Nemesis for her to bring some measure of balance to my deranged life.

We had taken turns putting on armour pieces. Neither of us was decently covered, but it gave a sense of protection, and that had to serve for something. The Keris’ wavy blade and my dagger’s garnet glowed. I scanned the front and the back. In retrospect, leaving the Party might’ve waited until Aether and Hemera kicked some of their siblings away, but I couldn’t tolerate their presence, their prying, their obscure knowledge.

Signs of activity from morning residents started around us: squirrels scavenging through fallen leaves, bees buzzing, birds yawning. Ishana contemplated every variation in the landscape, though I sensed her remarks served more to disguise what was going on in her head. I snatched at those inconsequential topics.

Archer’s Bridge, the city bordering Red Carpet, was closer than expected. We encountered more people crossing the wilds, some wearing nothing but tattered clothes, others carrying their houses on their backs. Injuries and death scarred them: a misshapen face, a half-open gash across the stomach, torn flesh, blood leaking from orifices. I heard the hurly-burly from miles away, already picturing the scenario we’d find.

Refugees from the Tiara were massed behind artificial walls erected to prevent them from flooding the Crown. Flies and mosquitoes swarmed them, luxuriating in festering wounds and crusted blood. Knights of the Lioness Army inspected each citizen before allowing or refusing their passage, a process so slow the war would end before they checked on everyone. Eagles of Zeus and Guardians of Hera helped to corral the population, their presence both soothing and alarming.

I pulled aside one knight tasked with overseeing the refugees. She directed us towards a side gate being used by the Crown’s forces to get in and out of the region. Red Carpet erected booths to distribute free food and clothes, as well as tents in the Park of Triumph to accommodate the homeless. The grass disappeared under improvised altars and offerings. Maenads eased physical and emotional pangs with alcohol and pantomimes, but those Maenads paid no attention to us.

Dozens of carriages had their doors open, drivers waving to the less shabby of the refugees. I found a modest car, exchanging five bronze coins for a quicker and more comfortable journey.

On normal days, the drive from Red Carpet to Eidyn took around one hour and a half. In the actual circumstances, with the traffic of people and animals, horses advancing as if stepping on glass, I started to consider that walking would’ve been faster. Idleness led to boredom, and boredom led to thorny thoughts. Who sent Liza and her group? Why? What had caused the Huntress to come after us? If someone saw Ishana and I and mistook us for more than two Priestesses... fuck.

An accident on the road stalled our carriage. After ten minutes without any advance, we decided to continue on foot.

The blockage was a dead horse. It was strewn across the street, entrails spilling out of its belly. Not an accident. Someone gutted and tried to eat it.

“How long has it been since the last war in Haillikós?” Ishana asked.

“On this scale? Two hundred and thirty years.”

“You weren’t even born yet.”

“No, but I’ve seen enough wars in other continents to know they’re all pig’s trotters. And they like it. It’s the new Olympic sport.”

We kept a safe distance from agglomerations by taking shortcuts and parallel streets. As the hours passed, groups got smaller, the noise less suffocating. Copious trees ornate with white pendants and intricate bushes cleared the air of the sting of misery. Kids paddled along the River Breith. Shop windows displayed items for men in their bonnets and women in their delicate dresses who bimbled around the snow-padded streets.

Ishana stretched her hand to collect tiny snowflakes. She showed me her palm, looking as if it were studded with twinkling stars.

“Come on, Samson, let’s keep going,” I said, brightened by the irresistible smile tugging at my lips.

“Who's Samson?”

“... No one.” Better to not traumatise the girl.

Built atop one of the highest hills in Eidyn, the round towers of the Castle of the Lioness, framed by a violet aura, could be seen from miles.

“Is your contact a servant in the castle?” Ishana followed my gaze.

“No. My contact is the Lion himself.”

“You know the King? And he owes you? How?”

“A favour for a favour.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I hope he’ll be happier to see you than Briana was.”

I halted upon seeing a thick column of smoke, ready to run and hide, but the breezy attitude of the locals made me reconsider. A bonfire, a big one by the looks of it. Music wafted along.

Stalls lined the extravagant market square with a capacity for accommodating at least three hundred people. Merchants announced a variety of food, drink, and artefacts carved from wood or embroidered with colourful stones paying homage to different Gods. But the moment asked for relics.

“Come forth, mates, come forth! Come and see a dory wielded by a Champion of Ares! A genuine weapon of destruction, recovered from the heart of a knight!” shouted one.

“Here, here! Princess Briana’s blood-stained skirt! There won’t be another like this!” countered another.

“Bitch wasn’t even wearing a skirt,” Ishana huffed.

“I doubt any of this is real.”

One of the woodworkers, beckoning customers with a threatening hammer in his calloused hands, offered materials for half the price for those who “received inspiration from Hephaestus.” I never uttered a single word in the Divine Blacksmith’s name, but I purchased some wood, a chisel, and knives.

“Since when are you an artisan?” Ishana asked, excited at the prospect of seeing me ruining my hands.

“I crafted a statue for Aphrodite backalong.”

“Will you try to build something new?”

“Maybe.”

Truth was, I bought the equipment on impulse; you know what they say, follow your heart and all that shit.

On a corner of the market, we found the bonfire. Thirty feet tall, it blew bright flames into the sky to try and swoon the stars out of hiding. Instead of charred corpses and puddles of blood, locals and immigrants danced around the flames to the lively repertory of a band. The only roasted meat was skewered pieces of ox and goat with vegetables.

“Want some mulled wine?” I asked.

“It’s wine, so sure!”

The band started playing a polka, clapping complementing the rhythm, everyone too drunk to care whether they were the best dancers in the city or a bear that escaped the circus. At a small booth, I paid for the drinks. The mugs came wrapped in a thick cloth, the smoke exuding an aroma of grape and clove.

“We’re almost at the end,” I said as I passed her one of the mugs. “Should we toast to that?”

She thought for a moment. “Let’s toast to us.”

“Right on.”

Our mugs met in a muffled clink. Ishana tasted the drink and immediately spat it out. The tip of her burning tongue hung from her mouth.

“First time?” I laughed.

“You could’ve warned me!” she shrieked, fanning her face.

Her swollen lips glowed like lava. I took a sip of the wine to keep my mouth occupied. Ishana snapped to attention, her gaze locking into mine like a tiger finding her prey. As soon as I lowered my mug, she bent towards me, and despite knowing her intention, I was too stunned to stop her from pecking my mouth.

“What you doing?” I put a hand between us, nudging her away. The confusion on her face twisted my guts into a knot. “We can’t do this here in the open.”

“This?” A deep scowl creased her forehead. “Since when is kissing forbidden?” She gestured wildly around.

A slower, sweeter melody had replaced the polka. People were hypnotised by the music as if Apollo himself were playing his lyre with Aphrodite humming by his side. Couples were hugging, kissing. One woman laid her head on her husband’s chest. Two men had their foreheads pressed together. Children who didn’t know the dangers of the world rejoiced in innocent affection. The bonfire reflected in the couples’ eyes, exposing their hidden passion.

No, that was impossible! It could not be real, or the Priestesses would have already built a temple in the city with pacified corpses. There should be at least one temple for the Order in Eidyn. Surely they would be watching.

A couple noticed me spying and backed away from each other. Eyes opened, bonds were divorced, conversations disguised the episode as the punchline of a sick joke.

“Carys?” Ishana reached for my arm. I jerked away from her.

“We cannot lose focus. We are almost there.”

I stormed away without waiting for her or casting another glance at the party animals. The band didn’t start playing again until the bat returned to her cave. Distressed footsteps hurried after me.

“Carys, wait!” I didn’t mean to obey her order, but Ishana clutched my wrist with overwhelming strength. “Don’t run away from me!”

“Forget it, alright?” I yanked my arm away from her and kept walking.

“Do you want to forget?” she shouted, each accusation whipping my heart.

“What does it matter what I want?” I answered, but Ishana was too far to hear it.

She did not dash after me. I wanted to interpret her distancing as a sign from Aphrodite, a pat on the back telling me I was making the right decision. The problem was that ditching Ishana felt awfully more wrong than all our kisses combined.

Away from the fire, I took a deep breath, embracing the frigid northern air in the hope of extinguishing that ember inside me. Forgetting. Yes, that sounded reasonable. Ishana would stay on the island, I would sail back to Haillikós—or to some other place in the middle of nowhere where no one knew my name.

“Carys Epistro’phia!”

Oh, coc y gath!

A breeze whizzed past as the twmffat who found me approached at his undeterred speed. “Message from an old beaut, madam.” The Messenger of Hermes groped inside his satchel without taking his eyes off me, his quick-fire words ringing in my ears. “Here it goes.”

The emblem of a lamb pierced by a spear confirmed the identity of my “old beaut”. “When did you pick this letter?”

“Four days ago, madam. I’m afraid the war has delayed me a bit, and I know it’s hard to believe that’s a possibility, but hey, such things happen when the heavenly siblings are mad at each other.”

Four fucking days to go from the Tunic to the Crown. Why hadn’t Karl hired a bloody Messenger? I stowed the letter in my pocket and tossed a gold coin to the boy.

“Much obliged, madam.” He started to turn away but pivoted 360º to face me again. “Almost forgot, there’s a note. Anonymous. Asked me to read for you two.” The Messenger drew a small piece of paper from inside the satchel, making a show of squinting his eyes at the words. “The journey is long and hard and we know it, but you’ve got the heart. We’re cheering for you, even if the world is against you, don’t give up!” He shredded the note into unrecognisable pieces, throwing them all inside the bag. “And that’s another job done. Until next time, madams!”

He spun on his heels, scuttling away in his winged boots. The mystery of whether they were fake or actually gave them abnormal speed remained unsolvable.

“I thought I was going to faint,” Ishana said, watching the Messenger’s silhouette getting smaller. Another blink and he had vanished. “Does he always speak like the world is going to end and there won’t be enough time to say everything?”

“They all do.”

I resumed the hike, my steps heavier. After meeting a Messenger, the world seemed to crawl.

“How did he even find us?”

“Messengers can find anyone.”

Ishana looked over her shoulder, fearing an army had materialised. “Should we be worried?”

I sighed, my lungs heavy. “If the Messengers wanted to rule the world, they’d have done it already. They know everyone’s secrets. Including our contract.”

Her eyes went wide, then furrowed in concentration as she absorbed my meaning. “It was him who wrote the note?”

“Could bet my liver on that. Not only him, but some of his buddies as well. There aren’t secrets among them. It’s a bloody hive mind.”

Ishana went quiet after that, the merciless silence like the frozen scene of a play: Ishana kissing me and I pushing her away.

Sense and sensibility warred within me. I needed to focus on the path ahead, but my mind roamed a foggy swamp. Shadows, the rustling of leaves, and the sharp heels of boots against stone, mine included, made me jumpy. I ran my eyes over the rooftops, expecting that at any moment a violet or a greenish shadow would lunge at us. Perhaps both.

As the houses grew larger, the roofs more curved and farther off the ground, the possibility seemed remote. Sturdy walls and massive gates fenced off residences, lowering the chances of someone stalking us. Dark alleys were illuminated by decorative torches, narrow streets widened, the population grew sparse and reserved, decreasing hiding spots of religious assassins.

Beside me, Ishana shivered. The Crown was welcoming, stately, the safest region of Haillikós. To rejoice in all its qualities, one needed to endure its freezing temperature, dropping to below zero as we climbed the steep road to the Castle of the Lioness. This might explain the huge bonfire and the use of each other’s bodies for warmth. The memory of the scene caused the opposite effect on me.

The road was twice as long as I remembered. Piano notes echoed from a palace, chasing away the nocturnal monotony. In another, three girls stood on a balcony, pointing at the sky, laughing. There, where the sky seemed closer and the stars bigger, the Crown had got used to Aphrodite’s dark eye, making jokes that would terrify citizens from other regions.

We reached the Castle of the Lioness. Consecrated one of the architectural wonders of Haillikós with its pointed towers shaped like feline teeth and the wavy, whimsical masonry that turned the façade into the mane of its patron beast. Glass windows added elegance, too high above the ground to betray the privacy of the nobility.

History recounted that one king from Sieniki was successful in subduing the Lioness and her forces. His victory did not last long enough for him to boast about it though. Novelists loved to fantasise that an army of lionesses came out of holes that opened “suddenly” on the walls, sinking their teeth into the flesh of the prey, caring not for armour or weapons. Legend told that the building was an artificial jungle built by Artemis’ first and only (known) daughter. Its human occupants lived there with the beasts’ permission. And the Sienikian folk, much like the rest of the world, learned to respect Artemis’ influence.

It was the Lioness’ army that drove the Énotachen generals back to their island (and later forged the inconstant bridge of friendship between the two islands). It was them, helped by the Tunic, who put an end to the war between the clans, bringing generals and heroes together to devise the nuts and bolts of Haillikós. “Crown” wasn’t merely an ornamental title.

Two sentries guarded the gate on the outside. Their grey armour puffed out an icy aura. On the breastplate, a lioness’ head watched us with careful eyes. They knew to retract their claws in the presence of the Creator’s servant, but a lioness always protects her territory.

“Who approaches?” one of them asked, pointing his spear at us for emphasis.

“Carys Epistro’phia. Priestess.”

The man frowned. I surreptitiously sniffed myself. Add Heart Magic failure with the whole month I spent without killing anyone, and you got a Priestess that smells of roses instead of blood. I’d need to go on a killing spree as soon as possible.

The guard directed the tip of his spear towards Ishana. “Ishana,” she provided. “Cargo.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to say what she really was, but only frozen air came out. What could I say? Princess, partner, friend? Lover? None of those sounded right, so “cargo” would have to suffice.

“What business brings you here?” the soldier asked.

“Announce my name to King Lowell. He will know.”

The soldier knocked on the gate with the spear’s shaft. A light-stepping young woman answered the call. He whispered in her ear. Glancing at me, set off at the same speed. A substantial improvement from the one-winged crow that welcomed me last time.

Still, she was no Messenger, and each second made us colder. Boreas’ arctic breath bashed us, stiffening our idle legs. White dots peppered my clothes, landed on my mouth, turning it into a slab of ice. I rubbed my gloved hands, trying to snatch some of the sparks shooting from the torches. Ishana quivered, but I wouldn’t dare pull her close to me.

After what felt like hours, the pigeon returned with an order for the gates to be unlocked for us. As we passed through the gates, we slowed down to appreciate the braziers. Ishana let out a gasp of relief as we entered the castle’s corridors. It wasn’t exactly warm inside, but it would ensure we didn’t freeze to death.

Torches attached to silver sconces on the foyer’s white walls threw a quilt over our shoulders. A statue of Queen Leandra, first of the feline lineage, daughter of Artemis, greeted us with her stony countenance. Her orange hair was more solemn than her fire opal-studded crown. One of her hands was petting the head of a magnificent lioness, the other pointing forward with her five fingers arched like claws.

Animal and human. Mortal and immortal. Complementing each other. I thought of Dahlia and Julien, the lass’ insistence on keeping the pig and her anger at the mention of his death. Would they look good in a statue? I doubted. But perhaps that glutton offered some kind of vitality to Dahlia. A vitality that immortals did not possess.

One soldier in front and one behind us, they escorted us up two long flights of stairs. If my mental map was accurate, the Great Hall was below us, which probably meant we were being taken to the King’s preferred dining room.

My guess was proved correct. Twenty chairs rimmed a rectangular table surrounded by two smaller tables with half as many seats. At the biggest and more populous one sat lords, the army general, a Diplomat—that’s one too many of Hermes’ servants for a day—, a Grey Eye, and King Lowell himself.

“Carys!” Lowell roared from the back of the room. “What a lovely surprise! Come in! I hope you two are hungry and cold, for we have the perfect pick-me-up!” The King stood up, open hands waiting for me to shake them. He was a large, muscular man, made even larger by the sturdy woollen robes and the legendary lion-skin cloak on his back. He looked a tad different from our last encounter, but with all the greasy smoke and the fire dancing on their sconces, I couldn’t put my finger on what had changed. “Pleased to meet you, young lady.”

Ishana went for a practised bow, but Lowell clasped her small hands in his giant ones. Surprise lit her eyes; I pulled her away before she could give in to the urge to stab him.

“We won’t stay long,” I told him.

“We’ve got plenty of spare rooms. Have a seat, aye? We’ll bring you our best scran!” This he shouted to the servant standing near the kitchen’s corridor.

Despite being on a wing separated from the main building by an enclosed arcade, the aroma of fresh vegetables and cooked meat found its way to my nostrils. It did smell delicious—though my new hunger might be affecting my judgment.

Not wanting to join the main table, we took our seats at the one on the left. Draped in cowhide, the bench was an improvement to hard ground and rocks. But I couldn’t relax. As soon as the deep plate with steaming lamb soup accompanied by haggis and whiskey was placed before Ishana, she grabbed the spoon and became oblivious to the world.

Smoke rose from the plate, veiling my spying eyes. I recognised Catriona, Duchess of Eunshire. The woman must be close to celebrating her first millennium on this earth, not that anyone could tell from her impeccable forty-year-old mug. By now, she had buried three sons, one daughter, and six grandchildren. Friends and foes alike must’ve lost hope the woman would someday be pacified. She was a necessary evil with all the knowledge accumulated over the centuries. Reminded me of mamgu.

“The Mill is in ruins,” Catriona picked up the conversation. “Whoever takes the throne will not harvest a single grain from those lands for years to come.”

“Aziel is willing to trade oxen from his farm in the east in exchange for grains,” the Diplomat said.

His reddish hair, parted in the middle with precision, glowed under the flames of the candle right behind him. I made the mistake of looking at him too intently, and through the curtain of spiced smoke, I discerned his aristocratic, shrewd smile.

“Aziel is not king yet,” noted the Grey Eye. Wearing a light brown jerkin over a yellow doublet, his hair combed back to display a prominent forehead, he seemed comfortable in the castle.

“Indeed, Sir Lancelot. He is not.”

A Grey Eye that took no part in the war and a Diplomat serving both contenders. That should be interesting.

“Briana is keeping her advantage over—”

“Being dead is no advantage,” Catriona interrupted the General. Someone sucked in a breath.

“Whether her death truly happened or was a fabrication,”—here, the General made a point of glancing at the Diplomat, who kept his tight-lipped smile—“we can agree that she was seen leading Athena’s warriors not three days ago.”

Lancelot’s malaise made everyone stop eating until he spoke. “Theodor will not submit. No matter how many times Briana dies or how long it takes for her to return, he will march on until she surrenders. Perhaps even further, should he find a justification,” he said.

Theodor Salpinx. War Trumpet. That explained a lot. Rumours were that he became a Grey Eye because he failed Ares’ training.

As the discussion concentrated on Theodor and how he could be dissuaded from the war should matters get worse, another woman retained my attention. She was sitting beside the King, feigning concentration on her food, her ears perking up whenever someone new started talking. Shiny green hair was tied in a low bun, curly tendrils twisting around her neck. Her complexion was thin and delicate, yet resolute; she was neither a warrior nor a natural noblewoman. Pale as snow, she looked like the perfect model of a native from the Frozen Lands. Crumpled lines on her cheeks denoted a penchant for smiles. My sixth sense was on alert, but I could not single her heart out.

“Even if Briana defeats her brother, she will not have the audacity to fight us,” a lord said.

“The Court would surely intervene,” agreed another. Appealing to the Court of Themis? I smelled desperation.

“For how long?” asked the General.

“Long enough for us to send her warning messages.”

“Or messages of friendship,” the King’s new companion intervened. Lowell covered one of her hands resting on the table with his own, smiling.

A chicken bone got stuck in my throat. I downed the mug, thankful for the Crown’s whiskey.

“How did you get here, Carys? I imagine you had to cross the Tiara?” Lowell said. All eyes turned to me. I forced the bone out of my windpipe, nodding in confirmation. “I hope you didn’t have much trouble?”

The image of Briana’s burst chest made the blood dance in my veins. And then the memory of the coma turned the soup into acid in my stomach.

“To be honest, like, not my most pleasant trip,” I answered. “Luckily, the siblings were too busy trying to reach each other’s necks.”

“You saw their armies first-hand,” the General observed. “How would you describe them?”

“Don’t know mun. They were there, stomping all over the place, throwing a wobbly. Grey Eyes impaling Champions, Champions mutilating Grey Eyes.”

Briana was lucky her misfortune was so interlaced with mine I had no intention of disclosing it. The General forbore to ask further questions.

“And you kept her safe during the entire crossing?” the King’s lady maintained her eyes on me, but it was as if she had a sword pointed at Ishana’s throat. “It is commendable, Carys.”

My fingers tightened around the spoon’s handle.

“I don’t need anyone to keep me safe,” Ishana rapped out. “I’m a great warrior too. We killed lots of people to get here.” Her confidence bothered on threatening.

“No doubt about that,” Lowell said, earnestly. He then returned to his soup, and the discussion proceeded away from us.

As Lowell entertained his guests, his feline gaze occasionally grazed on me. He was not in anguish like most Lovers who have been caught, but there was a restlessness about him. Lowell did not refrain from his displays of affection, and I wondered if the old lion was mocking me, his derision reflected in the laughter of the woman by his side.

Dinner continued for another excruciating thirty minutes. After Ishana finished her soup, my impatience infected her. She drummed her fingers on the table and threw me pricking glances. I gamely ignored her. When her circuitous strategy failed, she bumped her knee on mine and poked my foot with her boot. The spoon escaped from me; the conversation was so loud no one heard the clattering. Beyond annoyed, I turned to her, and it was as if the wires of our hearts connected, each beat scribbling a message.

“What are you doing?” her voice echoed in my veins.

“Nothing!”

“You’re acting weird!”

“I’m not acting weird, I’m just waitin’ for my bloody hearing!”

My blood cells shivered when Ishana frowned. She broke eye contact, distracting herself with the whiskey.

Catriona rose to leave, and like a moving lamppost, she exited the room surrounded by moths. Those who hadn’t followed her soon took their leave as well. The Diplomat bowed to every remaining person before striding off. Lancelot dawdled until the other guests were gone, then addressed me for the first time.

“Sometimes it is hard, Priestess, but we cannot lose faith in our Cults.”

The woman with algae hair stayed.

“I’m afraid we hadn’t had the time for proper introductions. I am Milena.” She held out her hand. Ishana accepted it in my place.

“I need to talk to you,” I cut to the chase.

Lowell nodded. “Would you mind showing our guest to a room?”

“I should go—”

“No,” I interrupted Ishana, ignoring her perplexed face.

“Come. This lioness won’t bite.”

Lioness. I blinked, letting my eyes close for a second longer as I swallowed the hate of watching Milena leading Ishana to an unknown portion of the castle. Lowell gestured for me to follow him, a lion that looked more like an overgrown cat.

“Has she been with you since the south?” he asked.

“Yes.” None of the torches lighting the path melted the ice barrier between us.

“She has fight in her. You must have trained her well.”

I did not answer. Clenched fists left nail marks on my palm.

Whatever transformations altered its inhabitants, the castle itself changed little. Proud of its history, there wasn’t one corridor or room without at least one painting or artefact associated with a past Lion. Large windows offered a panorama of the frozen mountains surrounding Eidyn like immense shields. I recognised the solar, locked behind closed doors. We passed by it to reach the place where obscure deals had been made.

Guarded by a golden lioness—one of the dozens scattered throughout the castle—, Lowell’s study was smaller, its low roof pancaking me. The fireplace was bleak. On the ceiling, the silver chandelier swayed with short, sharp squeaks that could be mistaken for rats. A rotten odour of ink clogged my nostrils.

Lowell bumbled to his oak desk where parchments, a pot of ink, and a quill awaited the next routine of paperwork. He lit a candle. I noticed then what was wrong with him. At first, I thought it was the fat accumulating on his belly and face because of the lack of conflicts in the region. But under the light of the candle, white strands jutted out from his brown beard. When he leaned over to sit in the giant armchair, I drew my pistol.

“You’re cursed.”

“Cursed? I’ve never heard a Priestess using the term.” Lowell plopped down, my diagnosis boring him.

“The term doesn’t matter, you know what I mean! And what this means to your kingdom.”

Lowell propped his elbows on the table and pointed at something beside me. I glanced at the spot, not taking my eyes off his treacherous figure for more than a second, finding a crystalline surface on the stone walls.

“What do I want with a bloody mirror?”

“Has been long since you last had a heart-to-heart with yourself, I believe.”

“Stop your waffle, Lowell!” I spat. “What have you done to this city? What harm have you brought to its people? That woman...”

Revulsion twisted my face. Flashes sliced through my mind, images of Lowell and Milena reflected in shards of glass. Their devotion to each other... so effortless and gallant and free.

Lowell sighed. He reclined on the chair, hands splayed out on his belly. “You may kill me and find you are right that my heart beats for someone other than myself. Or you may find you are wrong, and I am dead inside like so many others. Either way, you pull that trigger, and you are not leaving this castle alive. Not you, not your lassie.”

My body froze. Except for my arms that trembled at full length, lugging me through the mire of dishonour. The gun weighed nothing, a worthless toy. I lowered it, unable to bear the humiliation of Lowell watching me. I looked over my shoulders to the door, my thoughts flying to Ishana and the unspeakable ways Milena might be torturing her because of me.

“I don’t hurt my guests unless they give me a mighty reason,” Lowell said, he himself sounding hurt. “Especially not someone who’s important to you.”

My face burned as if someone had shoved a bowl of scalding soup on me.

“Why don’t you go to your room—it’s in the same apartment—, have a bath, and get some rest? I get the impression you didn’t drag that lassie across the continent to point a gun at me.”

Blood flooded my mouth. I realised I was biting my tongue. I had no words for him or for me. All I could do was walk away from the study, my arms hanging limply beside my body.

“Carys?” Lowell called before I left. “You know you are safe among the lions, aye?”

Not wanting to think about what he was implying, I pretended not to hear him.

I dragged myself across the familiar path to the apartment where I had stayed thirty years ago. Trying the knob, I found my old room unlocked. Instead of entering, I turned to the door opposite mine. It was closed, a faint light seeping from underneath it. I propped my forehead against its wood, slightly heated from the fireplace burning inside. Behind it, I sensed Ishana.

My fingers glided over the surface, discovering dents and fissures beneath the layer of polish. A simple push would probably open the door. But I was not ready to face her. I might never be. So, I limped to my room and shut the door behind me.


You Heard Me, and Left Your Golden House

The room was divided in half by the orange flames of the hearth and the icy blue night streaming through the window. Plush carpets softened the clang of my heels. A heavy, brown blanket covered the bed, smooth like an undisturbed lake. I looked around, expecting to find something, but there was nothing. Emptiness filled the room with its luxury. Locked behind the grate, the crackling of the splitting logs was the only haunting sound in the castle.

Dropping my bag, I caught my reflex in the mirror: haggard, listless. Paler than ever, I wondered if I was vanishing, my skin turning to foam, to soup bubbles. Even my lips, typically a healthy cerise, were blanched.

I would not survive this quest, the mountain wind whispered in my ears like a ghost. Bothered by the extra weight in my pocket, I stripped off the overcoat. You stare at the darkness and the darkness averts its eyes. Death hovered over me many times during that journey. Feeling the bitter steel of Thanatos’ scythe against my neck used to be enticing, thrilling. Now, whenever I imagined the executioner dealing the blow, the agony was enough to paralyse me.

If I were such a sick fuck, I’d jump off the castle’s highest tower. Confront my fears, prove they meant nothing. But what if it took me another month to regenerate? Ishana might be gone by then, tired of waiting for my lazy arse.

I tore off the rest of my clothes on the way to the bathtub, widening the hole in my decomposing stocking. One leg after the other, I lowered myself until the hot water covered my mouth. Might’ve been a better idea to capture an Oceanid to ride or straight-up swim to the bloody island.

A yawn borrowed into my thoughts. Water pervaded my pores, making me float. Closing my eyes, I imagined myself sailing the ocean currents, falling towards boundless depths. I touched my hands to my chest, one above the other. My heart echoed in the Earth’s core, impossibly loud and imperative, but short, as if my pulse had been cropped in half.

Her aura! I can only describe it as irresistible.

A gasp of pain and elation broke through my clenched teeth as I tumbled over the bathtub. My legs trembled. My lungs heaved inside my chest. I punched the floor; the sodden carpet didn’t cushion the blow.

Agnes’ old words wouldn’t give me peace, so I changed the tune. The servants had left me a velvety dressing gown. I put it on, tying the belt in a firm knot around my waist. Then, I groped my overcoat for the letter. I broke the seal and unfolded the paper.

“My dear Psyche,

As I write these words, I imagine you reading them, and it fills me with a nauseating mix of confidence and fear. I have convinced myself to entrust this letter to a Messenger; that is how much I want it to find you, no matter where you are.

How is the girl? I hope she is not giving you too much trouble, my friend. I confess that, of her, only the memory of her silver threads prevails. What is her name, the colour of her eyes? I do not remember.”

My attention wandered, intensely alert to all those elements Agnes claimed had been purged from her memory. Ishana; dark brown. I remembered, I remembered. I heard shuffling in the opposite room, and I knew it was her because I recognised her by sight as well as by sound: the glide of her feet, her nervous sighs, her impatient heart.

“Sometimes I dream of our reunion, and I hear myself asking you to share your blood with me. I long to experience all the emotions that cemented your road. Will you refuse me? Probably. And I shall not blame you. Perhaps denying me is the wisest and kindest decision.

Forgive me, dear friend, that was not what I meant to write when I wetted the quill. That is what happens when you allow your heart to speak, is it not? I could not accompany you on this arduous journey, but I want you to know that my heart is with you, without any misguided intention. I pray for your success. Enough time has passed that, if the Gods showed you kindness, the contract is over or almost over, and freedom shall soon be yours. You deserve it, Carys.

May the Creator protect you. And the girl.

Forever your friend,

Agnes.”

I showed the letter to the fire, waiting until the flames warmed to my fingers before dropping it. Ashes spiralled around the room, and in each particle, I reread Agnes’s words. Her voice travelled all the way from the Tunic to find me; she was still there, in the same bed we shared. Silly Agnes. Don’t you remember her name? I smell the lie in the stench of burning ink.

She was right, I would not show her my emotions. What if, by sharing them, they diluted? What if I forgot, like Agnes claimed she had? No, I did not want to forget. None of it. None of her.

I opened the door a crack. The corridors were empty, the castle asleep. Disobeying the instincts that urged me back into my room, I drummed my knuckles on the opposite door.

The door swung halfway open. A hand snatched me by the collar, fast as a snake, and pulled me inside. I stumbled across the room, latching onto the bedpost to prevent an ugly fall. The impact, both physical and emotional, trembled my arms. I turned slowly, blanching at the predator that cornered me.

“What the fuck are you thinking?” Ishana hissed. I opened my mouth. Only frozen air came out. She strode up to me wearing a murderous glare. At that moment, I understood how she could fool people so easily about being a Priestess. “Do you want me gone?”

“What? No! I—”

“Do you see me as disposable?”

“Never...”

I backed away as far as I could. She loomed over me, inflicting upon me the knowledge that she was indeed taller. I shivered when she jabbed a finger at my chest. “I’ll forgive you today, but don’t make the mistake of playing games with me. You’d do well to remember that I’m neither a fool nor a child.”

Swallowing my heart back to my chest, I nodded. “I shall leave you alone for—”

She shoved me onto the bed. “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll stay here, in my bed, and will sleep with me. Is that clear?”

For what seemed like the hundredth time since I entered her room, I nodded. This time, however, confuting my dejected heart, a smile tugged at my lips. “Aye, my princess.”

Ishana’s teeth showed in a grin. She circled the bed, climbing onto her side.

Face to face in the stupendous bed, Ishana’s breath warmed my nose—which was bigger than most people’s, I was well aware, and always gave me grief in low temperatures. Her long fingers reached for my forehead, my temples, slithered down my cheeks, lost themselves in strands of my wet hair.

Pleasure made my toes tingle. It was not an erotic sensation, but a quiet feeling, hospitable and exciting, like returning home after an adventure.

“There’s a Blacksmith here, and I thought of visiting her tomorrow if you’d like to come. We could sharpen our blades, maybe buy new equipment if you want.”

Ishana’s caresses stopped for a moment as she seemed to peer into me. “I’d like to go, yes.”

When I opened my arms to her, she made herself comfortable. “In Cymraeg, we call this a cwtch.”

“What does it mean?” Her voice resonated right beside my ear.

“It’s like a hug but reserved for special people. People you enjoy the company of and want them to feel safe, cared for.” Loved, I bit my tongue.

“You should also know I’d never let anyone hold me like this. Your arms are the only ones I trust and long to be in.”

I squeezed my eyes shut until pain flared in my forehead. “You don’t know what you’re saying, girl.”

“I always know what I’m saying. And I always know what I want.” She smiled in a way that was innocent, wise, and a tad mischievous.

My Goddess, what a night.
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Hypnos came and stayed for the entire night. I woke up attached to Ishana, her parted lips dripping saliva on my shoulder. Never had my face seen so big a smile so early in the morning. Delicately, I untangled myself from her and sat up.

Cerulean curtains melting from ceiling to floor emitted a cosy aura. Lavender glow seeping through the covered window confirmed that Eos was still sleeping alongside the castle and the city revellers. I blinked a few times to chase my drowsiness away. Ishana shifted, wrapping her vacant arms around my pillow. She slept like Eros on his cloud, a healthy bloom tingeing her face. I repelled the urge to lean down and kiss those peachy cheeks.

What started as jokes, rivalry, and banter, was evolving into something I didn’t know how to control. Perhaps a better question was: did I want to control it? It didn’t matter if her hair was magic or not; she exerted magic on me. Her innocent heart proved not so innocent, but I feared I was exerting a terrible influence on her. Did she know what she was doing? “I always know what I want”, she had said.

And why should I doubt her? I might be a hundred years older, but she gave enough evidence that she was wise beyond her years—maybe beyond my years.

To avoid disturbing her sleep with my restless thoughts, I got out of bed. In my virtually untouched room, I changed into more presentable clothes. I crept through the corridors of the castle, entertaining myself with futilities: unlit torches; paintings with the lineage of the Lioness Royal Family; the staircases that snaked and waved to different areas, inviting my imagination to guess how many Lovers were hiding in the lioness’ den.

A thin wisp of smoke rippled down the corridor. It certainly didn’t belong to some of the infamous ghosts haunting the castle, for the smell of herbs it carried was quite vivid. I followed the trail to the kitchen that belonged to cooks and waiters but was now occupied by the King.

Lowell was startled to find my purple silhouette in the doorway.

“Guilty conscience?” I teased.

“That’s one ailment I don’t have. You?” Lowell poured the hot liquid into a mug. “Care for a scald?”

“Why not?”

The King served his visitor. Camellia, I smelled. An annoying coincidence, that was all. We sat at a rustic table beside a small window that overlooked the roofs of the palaces covered in white robes. Most of the city and the sky were obscured in a thick, dreamy fog.

“Sleep cannot put down roots when the mind is dirty with thoughts,” Lowell said, his reddened face framed by his black beard.

“Are you going to war against the Tiara?”

“It’s not our intention. Opening our borders to refugees will already piss some people off. We cannot leave the Crown unprotected.”

I nodded, distracted by the way Lowell talked about himself as if he were more than one person. Inhaling the balmy vapour of the black tea, I said, “I need a ship.”

Lowell’s choked on his drink. “A ship? I didn’t know you accepted overseas deliveries.”

“I don’t. It’s just this one contract. And then never again.” I wasn’t full of vim and vigour, but my words sounded at odds with the treasure waiting for me. While Lowell couldn’t know the exact amount, he must guess there was a fat chest out there.

Lowell tangled a finger in the curls of his beard. “I can arrange a place in the castle for the two of you.”

“What?”

“You could work, keep a low profile until people forget.”

“Lowell—”

“You wouldn’t need to run away—”

“We’re not running away! Why would we run away?” My voice came out louder than would be appropriate for addressing a king. Transgressors had been hanged for less. “All I need is a ship. A small one. You still remember the favour you promised me, aye?”

A shadow blackened his expression, an incentive for him to forget his daft ideas. “A ship, even a small one, costs dearly. But my promise is priceless.” He gulped his tea. “Very well. A soul for a ship.”

Drinking tea as fuel and lighting three candles to smother the early morning shadows, Lowell wrote the letter. I perched on the arm of his spacious armchair, reading the words as they appeared on the parchment.

The King informed his admiral that he required a ship, large and vigorous enough to transport two passengers—a Priestess and her blodyn tatws (few people understood Cymraeg, and even if they went to the trouble of translating it, “potato flower” would confuse rather than help them)—, and keep them safe from the perils of the open sea. The crew was to be reduced to the minimum necessary. Following the coordinates presented by the passengers, they would find an island. There, the passengers would disembark, but the ship would have to wait. One of them would stay; the other would return.

I could dictate the content of the message but not its tone. Lowell folded the paper slowly, hoping that after reading the melancholic ink, I’d chicken out. When I voiced no protest, he sealed the letter with his lioness stamp and entrusted it to a pigeon. I watched the bird take the paper in its claws, and after glaring at me with black eyes, take off.

“Why not send a Messenger?” I asked.

“All our Messengers are running errands. Can’t be sure when they’ll be back.”

It was a lie or at least a half-truth. But it was done. Staring at the sea that washed the Crown’s mountains, I could already see the ship approaching, blowing its horn, lowering the ramp for Ishana and me. Taking us to the end of our journey, the end of the world.

A servant announced that breakfast was served.

“Perfect!” Lowell said, eager to bribe his disappointment with food.

“I’m gonna wake Ishana.”

“Milena told me she would wake you two up as soon as the food was ready. I hope you don’t mind.”

I forced my jaws to relax. “Obviously not.”

We walked in silence to the Great Hall, four times the size of the modest dining room from last night. Posh murals covered the walls on both sides, narrating key moments in the history of the Lioness Empire: Queen Leandra’s victory over the Énotachen clan when they ruled the north of the isle; Queen Emeteria’s viridescent Aphrodite’s Field, a flower garden that would grow to become famous across the world; the construction of the Castle of the Lioness. Beautiful pieces of art unable to bury the stench of fried fish, roasted meat, and whiskey. Monstrous chandeliers hung from the ceiling; if one of those things fell, it would crush at least ten unlucky bastards. The King’s coat of arms—a lioness with bright orange skin carrying a longsword in her teeth—adorned the wall behind the throne. Stained-glass windows tinged yellow the light streaming in.

Milena, nobles, and servants stood up upon seeing the King and many flinched upon seeing me. I entered with the goal of identifying the scant morning guests, but once I spotted Ishana, my eyes refused to leave her.

She was dressed in a turquoise, long peplos secured by a belt that joined at her navel to shape a sterling moon. The light of the candles washed over her long arms, making her hard-earned muscles shine like in a bronze statue. A discreet slit showed the skin where the sandals laced her ankles. Having confined her in long sleeves, gloves, boots, and hood for most of our journey, all that exposed flesh was scandalous, tantalising.

“Sit those arses down and start eating!” Lowell roared, taking his place on the throne, next to Milena. They exchanged a kiss on the cheek. How hadn’t anyone put a target on their head yet? Or maybe they had, but no one had the guts to accept the contract.

I sauntered towards Ishana with a distracted air, whistling low. Upon reaching her, I examined her garment as if for the first time.

“You look tidy this morning, princess.” I took her scintillating hand and kissed it.

“Thank you, noble knight.” The damsel curtseyed.

“Are you here all by yourself?”

“Not exactly. And I would not mess with her if I were you. She can be jealous.”

“I’m not jealous!” The character forsook the actress.

“And who said I spoke of you?” Ishana tossed her hair to the side.

She had been seated close to the throne, but far enough that no one else occupied the neighbouring chairs. Noblemen monopolised the attention of the King. Lancelot was still among us.

“Who gave you this?” I asked, seizing my place next to her.

“Milena.” She hid a naughty smile behind strands of silver hair. “She left one for you as well.”

“A peplos? For me?”

“Purple, of course.”

I scoffed. “Not going to happen.”

My stomach rumbled, admonishing me for ogling Ishana and forgetting my basic needs. The table was packed with a smorgasbord of fruits, cakes, bread, nuts, and cheeses.

“I prepared this for you. Someone got to eat if they want to break more hearts.”

A slice of bread smeared with honey hovered in front of my nose. I wanted to be annoyed that she was treating me like a nipper, but how could I resist the gift? I wasn’t made of iron before, and I certainly wasn’t now.

“News of a pale-armed bull raging through the Tiara have caused quite a commotion before your arrival,” Ishana imparted.

I smiled. “Guess we should’ve accepted Kayleigh’s invitation and fought alongside her.”

“Oh, time, if we could revert you! I’ll forever regret my missed chance of decapitating Briana and using her hollow head as a lantern. By the way, how did you... summon Kayleigh to our aid?”

“That was... an affinity spell.” I scratched the back of my head. “Amateurs think it’s backbreaking, but it’s actually one of the easiest and less demanding Heart Magic spells. Assuming you have a heart connection with someone, that is. Didn’t think it would work after so many years.”

“Did you and Kayleigh...”

“What? No, nothing like that. Okay, we kissed once when we were kids, but none of us liked the experience, it was disgusting like kissing my bloody sister,” I admitted to her arched eyebrow.

The image of Briana’s head re-appropriated as a lantern kept me entertained through the guests’ dull conversation. Finishing his part, the King took his leave to attend to “tedious business.” After her husband left, Milena invited us on a tour of the castle. Ishana accepted before I could tell the Queen Consort to fuck off.

Milena introduced us to drawing rooms and parlours, recalling distinguished guests who had tea or played cards with the King. When she first arrived at the castle, Milena recounted, she doubted that so many rooms were necessary; as the years passed, she saw each one being used.

“They may not be necessary, but they certainly offer variety!” she concluded. A commoner, then. Her accent, I confirmed after hearing so much of her voice, came from outside the continent. An invisible hand punched my stomach. I had an idea of how Lowell could’ve bumped into her.

Milena led us across the kitchen, where the cooks ceased their gossip to bow to the Queen Consort. Their faces paled as their hearts sped up. Ishana clutched my wrist, probably fearing I was going to make myself scarce again.

Down a few flights of stairs, we discovered red curtains that served as a double door to what, in my specialised opinion, was the best room in the castle. Milena made a special drama of opening them; for a moment, my revulsion was mollified as we both smiled at Ishana’s amazement. The three of us looked small amidst the rows of quilted seats that led to a hefty stage.

“The best actors in the Kingdom have performed here. Some of them even started their careers on this stage,” Milena raved.

“I bet you watched at least one play here,” Ishana said, pulling me to sit with her. Her eyes shone with the allure of an imaginary spectacle.

“One or two,” I shrugged.

Five, actually. Three originals, two Shakespeare adaptations. All wonderful. Maybe I could come back here after I finished the contract, use some of the gold to buy a ticket for us. For me. Just for me.

“Have you ever thought of becoming an actress?” Ishana asked.

“Me? No!” Yes, I had. Before I died. Too long ago.

“Well, I reckon you’d make an excellent Beatrice.”

“Beatrice?” I frowned.

“From Much Ado About Nothing.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

For a gratifying moment, I forgot Milena was there. Her noisome smile made me painfully aware of her clinging spectre.

Whether it was a challenge against the principles that ruled society or a slap in my face, we were next shown to a large wooden door. Shiny iron studs depicted a myrtle tree. I knew its purpose before the doors opened, soaking us in purple light. But I couldn’t guess what I would find inside.

“By Aphrodite’s glorious bottom!” Ishana exclaimed. There was not a more adequate or heretical saying.

A colossal statue of Aphrodite stood upon a shell-shaped altar. Her foam-coloured skin and sandy hair were a pleasant contrast against the dark walls, the strands made of stone seeming to float in an invisible ocean. Caramel eyes were angled at the entrance; at me. Before I knew what I was doing, I reached for Ishana’s hand. I’d have released her as soon as our flesh connected if she hadn’t gripped my fingers.

That had to be the biggest, most lifelike statue of the Goddess of Love in Haillikós, its size second only to the original sculpture that gave birth to the Order of Aphrodite in Ellada.

“Every week, we gather here to deliver our offerings. Food, handcrafted gifts, prayers, the essence of our feelings,” Milena said, leaning her forehead on the marble figurine of a goose.

“Ain’t you afraid?” my tongue snapped against the roof of my mouth.

“Afraid of what, Carys?”

“Of having such a colossal statue under your roof.”

Milena put the goose back on the altar beside trays of fresh food. “All feelings stem from Love. Aphrodite is our patron. Between beauty and melancholy, she is with us at every twist and turn.”

Arguments dried on my tongue. Passages from the Book of Eternal Love, so vivid in my memory a few seconds ago, were erased. Milena looked at the statue with pure joy, genuine devotion, more than I could say I ever did.

“You can place your offerings at the altar, should you wish it,” she said.

I could not refuse it on the base that I brought nothing to offer. It was acceptable—even desirable—for common mortals to believe the Gods asked for materialistic offerings. For a Priestess, however, it would be profane to declare such absurd. Impeccable food, visceral sacrifices, and heroic acts pleased them, but nothing mattered unless one believed with their heart. Ambrosia must be delicious, but Faith was the Gods’ favourite nourishment.

Ishana’s presence followed me when I approached the altar, and when I knelt, our shadows mingled. I closed my eyes and thought of Aphrodite. Gratitude flourished within me, though I could not express the reason in words. Questions, entombed too deep inside my chest, could not be guided to the light. I could ask her something, but at that moment, I wanted nothing. So, I opened my heart and allowed her to see inside it, take and give whatever she deemed worth.

I touched the statue’s feet and looked up. From that angle, I couldn’t see Aphrodite’s eyes.

“Shall we continue?” Milena asked. Yes, please.

Leaving through side gates and traversing an open portcullis, we came to the training yard, an enormous field segmented into practising areas. Ishana leaned over the fence, watching the next generation of warriors. Her hand slid to her waist, but the crooked sword was not there.

“It must be mean to shoot with one of those,” she pointed at a girl, struggling to keep the bowstring drawn. I knew she was thinking, I can do better.

“You never told me you liked bows.” I raised an eyebrow. On the contrary, she had been more than happy with that bizarre sword. And pilfering my pistol now and then.

Ishana shrugged. “Sorry.”

“You can try,” Milena interfered. Again. Couldn’t that daft sod keep her mouth shut for five minutes?

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I said before I could cover my mouth. “I mean... go ahead.”

“I’ll call an exclusive instructor for her. Nothing bad will happen!” The imperial whore flashed me a crocodile’s smile.

Milena summoned one of the tallest women I had ever seen. Her name was Lowri, and she was from the Orb as well, which put me more at ease. After receiving directives, the archer led Ishana into the yard. She introduced her to the different sizes and types of bows until she selected a small version.

“She likes the art.” Milena watched along with me as Ishana stretched the string of her bow, testing its weight. “I’m confident she could become one of our most promising apprentices.”

“She’d put them to shame and then spit on them.”

Ishana shot an arrow, then another, and then another. Even though she missed the target, sometimes by miles, she looked content after each shot. Lowri was patient and seemed to teach well. My tutor used to shoot her students in the leg to straighten our aim. Still, I bet I could shoot better. My first archery instructor was unbeatable.

Ishana sent another arrow flying, scoring a knee. Then she looked around the audience. Finding me, she waved and showed the dummy with two arrows piercing its straw body. I waved back, cheering her on.

Milena left us to attend to political obligations—what a tragedy! I ordered a servant to go fetch the bag in my apartment, reminding him that his heart would tell me if he messed with my stuff. Exclaiming a series of “Yes, Priestess! No, Priestess!”, the man left and returned in record time.

Keeping an eye on Ishana, I retreated into the shadows. From inside the bag, I took out the wood and the tools, testing them. Satisfied, I brandished the pencil to outline the shape of the object that had been inhabiting my mind. It was simple, yet my hands shook. I took a deep breath and pieced together the memory of my mamau hunched over the family’s workbench.

The gouge and the blade worked together to dig in the contours of the sketch, smooth as if my hands were being guided. Cutting here, adding depth there, flattening irregularities on other points, cleaning the sawdust off the surface, I started discerning the shape I needed to achieve.

One hour passed on that. When Ishana left the yard, slouching towards me, I had already finished my crafting, stored the tools away, and ordered the servant to take the bag back.

“Oh, my arms are graunched!” Ishana whimpered.

“Worth it?”

“Totally!”

I took her arm, cradling it like a delicate baby. “Let’s put some ice on them.”

We returned to the castle as candelabrums and torches were being lit. Nyx came earlier to the Crown, inspiring nocturnal activities to repel the darkness. Through the windows, spirals of orange smoke rose in the distance, signalling the beginning of another marathon of music and dance and kissing. I hurried to Ishana’s room, ordering a pack of ice from the kitchen.

I was about to ask Ishana to remove her overcoat... but it wasn’t necessary. Goddess, she looked stunning in the peplos. Adding the bow and arrow? It was impressive how I was able to concentrate on my woodwork.

Ishana sat beside me on the bed and swung her legs over my lap, entrusting her aching arms to me. Honouring them to the best of my ability, I pressed blocks of ice gently against her burning skin. I focused on that motion, but my less disciplined eyes insisted on wandering over her. Flaps of cloth blocked the view, though one thing I could tell: she wasn’t wearing her corset.

Shallow droplets of water trickled down her arms. One cube gone, I grabbed another. They glided effortlessly across her exposed veins, glowing with renewed blood, pulsing with wonderful life.

“I liked when you kissed my hand today.”

“Did you?” I asked, as cool as the ice.

“Very much.”

I stopped moving; it didn’t take long for the cube to melt under my hand. Locking my eyes with hers, I raised her hand to my lips. “You mean like this?”

“Exactly.”

“What about this?” I turned her arm and kissed her wrist, savouring her intensifying pulse.

“I like it too.”

“And this?”

I drank cold water from her skin, leaving small kisses as my mouth climbed to her elbow.

“Yes,” she moaned.

I traced the wet skin with my fingertips. Ishana shivered, getting closer, almost sitting on my lap. She put her arms around my neck, and I kissed them again, one at a time, until I reached her covered shoulders.

“Where else do you wish me to kiss you?” I asked, my mouth caressing her neck.

She interlaced her fingers behind my head, pressing me against her. “Everywhere.”

I hissed against her jugular, nipping the tender flesh, her arteries pounding inside my throat.

“And you say you’re not a vampire,” she giggled.

“Will you give me your blood?” I licked the delicate spot my teeth had marked.

“If you give me yours.”

Ishana dug her fingers into my nape; even if horror conquered me and begged me to leave, she wouldn’t let me. I trailed her jawline with my mouth, finding the small cleft in her chin.

“Hmmm,” I purred, the trembling on my lips shaking her entire body. “Have I ever told you how good you taste?”

“Like honey?”

“Better than honey.”

Her heart hit my chest like a battering ram. I fumbled for another cube of ice. Before our lips met, I lodged the cube between them. Ishana groaned, but the ice wouldn’t hinder us for long. The heat emanating from our eager mouths, from the terribly delightful suspense, would ensure that.

Someone knocked on the door.

“You fucking kidding me?” I thought, then realised I had said it out loud when the sizzling ice cube fell to the floor.

Ishana fondled my freezing lips. “Next time, don’t be so bloody dramatic.”

I growled but wasn’t nearly as angry as when the intruder disturbed us, appeased by the prospect of a “next time”.

“What in Hades’ name do you want?”

Trembling, the servant stuttered, “Madams, King Lowell invites you to a serenade in the castle’s observatory.”

I slammed the door in his face.

“Serenade?” Ishana whistled. “The King is quite romantic!”

“Too much so for his own good.”

“Shall we go?”

“Are you serious?” My arms fell, predicting defeat. “Isn’t it you who repudiated romance?”

“Romance makes us stupid. But sometimes being stupid is fun,” she grinned, rejoicing at my astonished face. Then, she glanced at something that I had decided to ignore: the purple peplos.

“Don’t even think about that.”

“Oh, don’t be a nark!” She grabbed my hands and pretty much pushed me towards the ridiculous piece of clothing. “Please? I’d love to see you on that.”

I tried to avoid her puppy eyes, unsuccessful. When did my heart get so soft?

“This is a poor excuse to see me naked.”

My hope that she’d blush and flee from the bedchamber was crushed when she hunkered down on the armchair, eyes fixed on me.

I kicked my boots off, not caring where they landed. I unbuttoned the overcoat and let it slip down my arms. When it came out, I tossed it to my spectator. Ishana wrapped the overcoat around her. The planet swayed, making me light-headed.

“Are you trying to be sexy?” she asked, a purple shadow igniting her malicious smile.

“I don’t need to try.”

Dagger and pistol dangling from my belt, I paraded towards her. Her muscles tensed up, her back glued to the armchair; it was my turn to grin.

“Go on,” I commanded, leaning over her and nodding down at my corset.

Ishana chewed on the insides of her cheek, but she wouldn’t give up now. She unfastened the eyelets, her fingers drifting slowly from one to the next. I wasn’t wearing anything below; the shock of the discovery sped her pulse up to such an extent that I feared she’d faint.

“Is that sexy enough for you?” I whispered close to her mouth. Ishana made no move to bridge the gap. Triumphantly, I gave her time to recover and finished changing. She wasn’t as innocent as she first portrayed herself, but she was naïve, and I was too wicked to not make fun of that every so often, especially when she teased me first.

Peplos was the customary uniform for Elline Priestesses, and while some still wore it in Haillikós, it had been repurposed as a fancy dress for formal and informal events. But I graduated more than half a century ago and rarely partook in my sisters’ soirees. Did I even remember to put that thing on?

Looking at myself in the mirror, I couldn’t deny its practical simplicity. Or shake off the feeling that I was seeing someone else. A version of me from a different reality, one where I hadn’t died and become a Priestess.

The second person from that parallel world stood beside me. “I see Aphrodite’s blessings on you,” Ishana said.

I lowered my gaze, away from her crystalline image. Was Aphrodite also making me shy around this girl?

Side by side, I compared our outstretched arms. My white skin was peppered with freckles; hers, sun-marked and glossy. She was slightly thinner, which would no doubt change if we spent a season in the castle. Ishana turned her palm upwards and, as if there were a cord connecting my bones to hers, I turned mine as well. Despite all the contrasts and complements, our veins glowed the same crimson hue and pumped in a coordinated beat. I sailed across her veins. The throbbing under my fingers and inside me grew louder.

“I’d like to do something with your hair,” Ishana said, curling a thread around her finger.

“You won’t cut it, right?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Ishana made me sit down on the armchair. She rifled through the drawers on her dressing table, coming back with a comb, a dozen pins, and some sort of cream.

“Man a man a mwnci.” She cocked her head in confusion but was satisfied when I leaned back and closed my eyes.

She pulled my hair back and combed it until the smallest of knots came undone. Once sleek, Ishana twisted and spun, curved and tied. I was again amazed at her diligence with my hair. With me.

“Ready!” she announced.

Once more, I submitted myself to the mirror’s appraisal. “Wow,” it came out in a gasp.

“Do you like it?”

“If I like it?” Ishana crossed part of my hair into a charming braid and wrapped it around my crown as if I had earned a laurel wreath. “You’re so fucking talented!” Her mouth could barely contain a smile. “I wonder how I could reward you for turning my chaotic hair into this goddess-like sculpture.”

Ishana played with the top edge of my peplos. “We can come up with a few ideas. But now we should hurry, lest we worry the King!”

She pushed me away and run outside. I chased her like a jolly little deer.


Of All the Stars, the Loveliest

I didn’t remember where the observatory was, and I didn’t need to. As we mounted the stairs to the up floors, the Castle of the Lioness growled with the acoustics of guitar strings and the buzz of conversation. When I prayed the Crown hadn’t been affected by the war, it wasn’t exactly this scenario I was hoping for.

The bulk of the observatory was an oval area with space for forty people standing. Less than twenty enjoyed the open sky, including the musician – a woman playing and singing in the harsh melody of the Hispanic people –, two servants providing food and drink, and half a dozen recliners. Jagged, brownish stone walls inlaid with shiny pebbles circled the observatory, protecting drunkards from embarrassing themselves with a foolish death. Frozen mountains, baby-blue lakes, cobbled streets, and slanted rooftops composed a breathtaking view. Just don’t look up.

“Carys! Ishana!” Lowell opened his robust arms. I put my palm up, stopping him from crushing us in a bear hug.

“It’s mean up here!” Ishana spun in place.

“It certainly is! Go ahead, enjoy the view.”

Ishana promptly followed the suggestion. I lagged behind.

“Do we have an answer?”

“Of course not, Carys! Try to forget about it. At least for one night.”

A woman arrived with a little boy, and Lowell hurried to give them his warm greetings. The absence of a partner suggested a purely biological relationship. I listened to her heart but couldn’t concentrate on it for long because, at that moment, Ishana was clambering up the wall.

“What in Aphrodite’s bloody name are you doing?”

“I’m enjoying the view, Carys!” Her voice howled with the mountain wind, and people stared in degrees of awe and outrage.

The view was enjoyable, I couldn’t deny that. Standing on tiptoes to lean over the wall, I admired the sea of rocks that surrounded the castle. Cavernous and abyssal, the bottom was alluring. One of my forbidden desires was to jump from a high place like that. Not to be thrown off the edge as they did on my third death, but to open my arms and fly for a few wonderful seconds until my skull crashed, and life imploded inside me.

Some Priestesses schooled that suicide was frowned upon by the Creator and she castigated those who committed it. Another lie for the pile.

Somewhere in the far corners of that ocean would be the Island of Lovers, where its king and queen awaited their daughter’s return. Was Ishana imagining her future home? She did not look particularly dreamy, just a girl admiring the rocks and the foam, the sky and the earth, unassumingly and unafraid.

“Feels like flying!”

“All right, that’s enough. Come on down.”

“Easier to die of hypothermia than by slipping,” she complained, but obeyed.

The musician set her guitar aside and equipped a flute. The whispering, windy tune whirled around the guests and spiralled up the towers before being sucked by the clouds. In front of us, the sea hummed in the intoxicating tunes of a siren.

“We’ll make it,” I said. “I’ve already ordered the ship.”

Frost hardened the muscles in her jaw, and I feared she would indeed perish of hypothermia.

“Why don’t you want to go?” I asked before reason stopped me.

The question broke her block of ice. “After so many years on the continent...” she began, but couldn’t continue the lie.

A wicked thought, an impossible idea, crossed my mind. Next morning I’d regret having uttered it, but if I didn’t, I would regret it for the rest of my life.

“Be my apprentice.”

“Become a Priestess?” she asked, breathy. “It would take years. And you said—you said that the training never ends.”

“It’s the truth.”

“I’d have to live with you. No island.” The prospect of never seeing that cursed piece of land tempered her voice with a new high.

“With me. No island,” I agreed. “After we fulfil the contract, you come back with me. And then...”

How, in Aphrodite’s name, would I teach her Heart Magic if I’d lost my hold on it? Deep down, I acknowledged that my days as a Priestess were numbered. Calling myself a master was ludicrous. You hadn’t thought this through, had you, Carys? No, Goddess, I only thought that I want that girl by my side.

Thunder blasted out from the sky, so close that we jumped apart, expecting to be pulverised by Zeus.

“Carys, you look splendid!” said the voice I detested. “Have you proved these dumplings? Wonderful recipe!” Milena nearly shoved the servant and his tray at us.

“They’re fine, Milena,” Ishana decreed after tasting one. Milena? When had they become so friendly?

Her comment made me self-conscious about the peplos. Sandals were far less stable than boots—even the ones with heels—and feeling the bitter cold in my arms was disconcerting. Whispers grated on every inch of exposed skin. When I tried to flood my nervous system with blood, I regurgitated the small pieces of cake I had pilfered through the day down the mountainous castle.

“Is this a new technique to combat boredom?” Ishana asked, less than impressed.

“Better than going around chopping their tongues, I suppose.”

“Debatable.”

An astute servant brought me not only a glass, but a gorgeous bottle of wine. Promising to bless his tender heart, I downed half the bottle and would’ve finished it if Ishana hadn’t poked my belly.

Mouths closed as the King strode to the centre of the observatory. “Pay attention, everyone!” he shouted, pointing at the sky.

“Should we be seeing something?” Ishana whispered.

“In a minute.”

Said and done. A blare somewhere in the castle fired tiny bombs that exploded and coloured the skies in shades of red, blue, yellow, and green. In the observatory and in the city, people hopped about like delirious monkeys. For minutes, the colours suffused and eclipsed the darkness, drawing shapes dangerously similar to cosmic objects, and it was as if the world had never suffered Aphrodite’s Vengeance. The sun still shone, the clouds were white, and the stars were bright. There were no Priestesses, no immortality, no island. Lovers could love and the universe throbbed with their passion.

From the flute, the musician switched back to the guitar. She plucked the strings until she settled on a soft rock, her slow tempo coupled with lyrics in Vermógen. A mellow voice peppered with harsher tones. Suitable. The observatory morphed into an open-air ballroom.

Ishana cleared her throat. I stared dumbly at her outstretched hand as if I had never seen such a mechanism before. And the novelty made me accept it. Her skin shone like a prism, reflecting the vibrant colours in the sky. She stepped closer. Our hemlines pooled on the floor, joining us as if we were a single melting statue.

Ishana placed her other hand on my shoulder, conducting her feet in repetitions too disorienting to deserve the name of “pattern.”

“I never danced to this. I don’t know how to dance,” I blurted out as I belatedly understood the perils of the situation I put myself in.

“And what gave you the impression that I ever submitted myself to this defanged facsimile of war rituals?” Her rage in the face of the ridiculous encouraged me to position my free, awkward hand on her back.

I stepped on her feet by accident. She stepped on mine, not by accident.

“If it’s war rituals you wanted, you should’ve asked. The Priestesses love their war dances.”

Her widened pupils soaked in the colours in the sky. She dug her nails in my shoulder, spinning me in the opposite direction we had been moving. “You filthy liar, you told me you knew of no dances!”

“Ah, our first day together, how could I ever forget how utterly irritating you were? And still are, if we’re being honest here.”

Before she could shout her indignation, I strengthened my grip on her back and dipped her in an admittedly bold dance move. She gave out a yelp, and when I brought her back up, my lips were waiting for her.

Daring, reckless Ishana stood immobile for the time it took to make sure I hadn’t committed an amateur blunder. When I didn’t jump away, she returned the kiss, and my heart skyrocketed and flared up like fireworks, illuminating the dark craters of my chest, awakening an unnamed, despised emotion absent from every other mouth I had tasted. An emotion whose insistence on living was the greatest joy of my desolate eternity.

She tasted better than honey, indeed. She tasted like miracle.

I needed to keep Ishana with me; her mere presence gave me delirious pleasure. But it wasn’t just that. The more time we spent together, the more I understood her soul was not perfect; it was labyrinthine, with rough edges, holes, and sharp angles. And each imperfection married with my own anomalies. Beside hers, my soul looked like a jumbled but complete work of art.

My mouth was pounding when we separated, my blood gambolling in my veins.

“You’re fucking crazy.” Her lukewarm, damp lips slid across my chin.

I stroked her cheek, a hand still on her back, holding her close. “You made me worse.”

The tower shook with the clamour of the song’s last note. Ishana brought her mouth to my ear, and in the sweetest of voices, whispered, “I want to kill someone.”

“Who?” was the first thing my startled brain thought of asking.

“Don’t know.” Ishana rolled her eyes. “But I’ve got too much energy on me, and it has been too long since I last saw blood.”

I inspected the crowd: dutiful servants, tipsy commoners, and best of all, babbling nobles. “How about some blue blood?”

“Normally, I’d like this idea.”

“Normally?”

Ishana cocked her head. I followed the expectant glint in her eye to where Lancelot, more than a little woozy, was courting a maidservant.

“That would be reckless,” I said.

“I know, right?!”

How could I refuse her when she looked at me with those puppy eyes? Using the little control over Heart Magic that I still had, I convinced Lancelot to abandon his carnal pursuit. By the time he left the observatory, Ishana was grinning. She stalked him, salivating like a hungry lion.

I followed a little behind, prepared to appeal to Heart Magic once more. But there was no need. Wine and worry made for a deadly combination; Launcelot’s guard had passed out already. At the bottom of the stairs, Ishana poked his shoulder. When he turned, she stabbed him in the heart with a violence that made my own chest rumble in appraisal.

“Satisfied?”

“The night has only begun.”

Why did I even ask?

Together, we lugged the corpse to my chambers, careful to not leave a trail. Lancelot’s face preserved that light-hearted, faraway expression as if his inebriated brain hadn’t had the time to register the touch of the knife.

“All right, this was your idea. What now?”

Apparently, Ishana had planned the whole thing on her mind. She showed me Keris with innocent blood dripping along the curves of the wavy blade. “Shall we get to work?”

“This will be messy...”

Our blades worked in synchrony, milling bones, severing tendons, chopping organs, lapping the blood. I opened a bottle of wine, a gift from the king, and we drank off the neck. Ishana had somehow sewn pockets into her peplos and filled them with filched finger food. She waved a dumpling in front of my eyes, and though I wasn’t hungry, I snatched the offering from her hand with my teeth.

Lancelot’s blood seasoned the dough with a sweet-and-sour tang.

I removed an arm, Ishana a leg. She worked with surgical precision to excise his nose from his face, then put the detached member in her pocket. At one point, Ishana leaned over the body and run a red-smeared finger over my nose... one of the few clean spots on my entire body, I realised. Masking my indignation, I painted just above her lips, giving her a ginger moustache. Her childish laughter filled the room and my heart. I laughed with her, and the two of us were the only inhabitants in that crimson world, divorced from the rest of the mortals, Gods, and monsters; for a moment, the most beautiful realm in all of Aphrodite’s despotic creation.

Ishana had not answered my proposal, and I lacked the courage to ask again. I knew it was selfish to want to deprive her of a life of peace and comfort. My experience as a Priestess, combined with a cynicism that kept me going for over a century, argued that the feeling between us would fade as soon as we disembarked on the island. As soon as our paths diverged, all the kisses and caresses would be discarded as an inconsequential moment of weakness.

But those voices were low and weak. And when Ishana kissed me again, her lips tasting like copper, I stopped listening to them. She fell on top of me, and we both toppled to the floor in a tight embrace.

“Are you satisfied, cariad?”

Her teeth were red when she beamed. “Once we have our home, we should do this more often. And the fireworks too!”

It could’ve been Lancelot’s rotten, dismembered corpse at my side, but my lungs suddenly felt heavy. “Our home?”

“I thought you said you were going to buy a house to train Priestesses. I’ll be your first student, eh?”

I ordered, with all my strength, for my heart to give me a break. “Yes, but... with everything that’s going on, I’m not sure when I’ll regain control over Heart Magic. If ever.”

She puckered her lips in thought, though I could tell her mind was blissfully empty. “Then we’ll have a whole house to do all the crazy shit we want.”

A pressure in my throat impeded me from forming a cohesive sentence. Since that failed, I pulled Ishana into a kiss that didn’t last long before I started laughing for no discernible reason. She raised an eyebrow as if I had lost my marbles and she loved it.

“What does cariad mean?”

I was ready to ask her where she had heard that. Then I remembered: I had said it.

“It means darling. Sweetheart.” And another strong word I dared not translate on that eventful night.

She grinned. “Cusana fi, cariad.”

What in Aphrodite’s—I was sure I had never uttered that phrase. But fuck it. I did what she asked: I kissed her, peeking at Lancelot’s cold, contented expression one last time before closing my eyes.

[image: ]

My head lay on Ishana’s chest, my legs entangled with hers. Our eyes opened at the same time, lazy and unhurried. We were still on the floor, the rugs in a state of anarchy around us. Lancelot’s torso had somehow ended up in bed while one of his arms floated on the bathtub.

“My head fucking hates me right now,” Ishana drawled, sleepy and pained and delighted.

“Embrace the suffering!” I enthused, way louder than I should have.

Dawn’s arrival had not pulverised the affinity we had confessed during yesterday’s frenzy. Light poured in from the closed curtains, presenting Ishana in an unmistakable, undeniable perspective: creased clothes, eyes small with sleep, tousled hair, dry blood like scales on her cheeks and arms.

She followed my gaze to the window, then got up and threw the curtains open.

The sun exploded the room.

“Ishana!”

I jumped off the bed, terribly worried about her... but the ache in her butt was nothing compared to the blazing circle breaching through the eternal darkness.

“Is that... the sun?” She asked, also forgetting her physical afflictions.

“It is. But it can’t be.”

My skin itched where the sun’s rays touched me. Below it, my blood heated up as the cells stumbled upon each other in their stampede. Under the celestial lamp, the world transformed. Bulky stones looked smoother; mountains seemed even bigger with a halo around them. All colours were magnified, and new hues revealed themselves. My eyes had been cured of a century-old sickness.

I offered Ishana a hand. Holding on to each other, we took one short, skittish step after the other until sunlight warmed us from head to toe, not with that heat reflected by the dark mirror but one irradiating directly from the flaming star.

“Do you reckon the world is ending? Again?” Ishana asked.

“And the sun will scorch us all?” I could already feel my skin sizzling.

“A perfect ending.”

No, something was wrong. My regeneration wanted to kill me and I could barely control my Heart Magic, but I never lost connection with Aphrodite. She was out there. Still is. Everywhere.

“Stay here and... be careful. I need to find Lowell.”

Asking for directions from a bunch of servants, I located the King surveying the gatehouse. Looking like a block of cement detached from the castle, it was more armed than usual. Could the sentinel in the watchtower or the arches in the turrets see the sun? Heavy drops of sweat cascaded down my back; those short but rushed minutes were enough to steal my breath. Fire pits warming the soldiers smelled of charred meat. I kept my head straight, my neck rigid, not even glancing towards the orange smudge following me, enlarging my shadow to the size of a Chimaera.

“Didn’t expect to see you out of bed so early,” Lowell said.

“Is everything in order around here?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

My reflexes betrayed me, casting the quickest of glances towards the clouds. The sun looked even bigger outside, like the fist of a giant punching its way through the dark wall.

“Checking your defences before breakfast?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Routine.” Lowell’s tone grew sombre. “The ship is yours. It shall depart in three days from the Whale’s Port.”

“Okay. Good.”

“Is it?”

“Sorry your traps didn’t work.”

Lowell’s neck swelled like a frog’s with all the words bogged down in there. When he didn’t throw the past in my face, I turned to go, forgetting that giving your back to a predator was reckless.

“You’re seeing the sun, aren’t you?”

My foot stopped mid-air then came down with a thud. Under solar exposure, my entire face seared. Denying would be pointless. Pathetic. Calling him a lunatic would reveal my desperation. We were under the sunlight, but for me, it felt like the golden rays were melting my skin, baring to the King all my veins and arteries, my brittle bones, my shivery heart.

Saying nothing, I tramped back inside the castle. Cold shadows brought relief, though I knew it was temporary, illusory.

Ishana paced about the bedchamber. When she saw me, she stopped moving and had no need to ask for my conclusion. The sun had tanned my pale arms with its undeniable claws. If the world was ending...

I sat tentatively at the edge of the bed, worrying that every object in the castle could combust at any moment.

“I want to show you something.”

Ishana took a seat by my side, alternating between peeking at the ball of fire and frowning at me as I sifted through our bag. I wasn’t searching for the article I alluded to—it was well within reach—, but for an excuse to pretend I hadn’t said anything. Instead, those extra seconds inspirited my determination. Finally, I revealed the object I had crafted of wood.

“What’s this?” Ishana asked, amused. She sat closer, inspecting the item, her fingers swinging on the small, concave bowl, then paddling upwards across the interlaced handle with the figure of a heart in the middle and of a camellia at the top. “Am I looking at the cutest spoon ever made?”

“Kind of. It’s called llwyau caru.” I cleared my throat. “It’s an ancient custom of my people it is. One person will carve the spoon with symbols of their preference and give it as a gift to the person...” Goddess, grant me strength. “... they care about. The person they want to protect and provide for. Not for a few days or a couple of months, but for a long time. If the feeling isn’t mutual, then the spoon must be returned.”

“And if it is mutual?”

“Then the person should wear the spoon around their neck for some days.” Ishana giggled, pulling me into laughter. “It’s an archaic custom. It’s clean off, really.”

“Yes, it is. But it’s also lovely.” She took the spoon from my numb fingers, cuddling it up to her chest. “There’s a hole for the string, but where is the string?”

“I couldn’t find a good one,” I lied. “Do—does this mean you want to wear it?”

“It is my spoon, right?”

“Well, I made it for you.” I smiled down at my feet, suddenly captivated by the Daedalian laces of the sandals. “The ship is waiting for us. We could leave today. Unless you wish to spend more time here.”

Ishana spooned my jaw, directing my eyes toward her. “I will not live in a castle.” She brought my lips to hers in a quick, gratifying kiss. “I’ll go get a string.”

She went, taking the spoon with her. I shook my head—what a crazy girl.

I stood and went to the window, my heart lighter. The curtains remained open, but I barely noticed the single-eyed orb surveying us. Indeed, it was impossible. The sun could never shine in the World Without Love.


I’ll Present how I did Thrive in this Fair Lady’s Love, and She in Mine

Our only baggage was the bag—now with the added weight of the two peplos—, as long-suffering and persistent as the two women who took turns in carrying it. Gathering our belongings and setting off shouldn’t have taken more than twenty minutes. It took an hour and a half.

Lowell insisted we toasted to the future. Melodramatic, sure, but at least we toasted with red wine. Milena gifted Ishana with a jar of the honey she adored. Our bag was further supplied with bread, pie, fish and, at the clever girl’s request, a bottle of rich wine. The King provided me with a handful of ammo and a pat on the back, as if I were ill and about to check myself into one of Asclepius’ clinics.

Throughout the ordeal, I recommended Ishana keep the spoon inside her shirt. While I’d love for her to brandish it for the whole world to see, we were still inside the lioness’ mouth.

The monarchs accompanied us around the castle. Milena took Ishana to the training yard. There, she hugged her teacher for a day, and the woman gave her one last gift: a short bow and a quiver with arrows. Ishana ditched politeness and eagerly grabbed her new toy.

“Looks good on you. We’ll see how it fares against my pistol,” I said with a wink.

Beyond the yard, horses neighed. On our way to the stables, Lowell pulled out two oval stones carved with the Lioness’ crest. “To avoid inconveniences. Would you like guards to accompany you?”

“They’d slow us down,” I said. “Besides, wouldn’t this crest of yours make any soldier fight for us?”

“You won’t find soldiers at every corner, though.”

“From your mouth to Aphrodite’s ears.”

The marshal introduced us to a selection of horses, weaving intricate praises for each.

“We need one horse, not an army,” I interrupted the blabber.

We were offered a steed of brown fur and reddish mane, a military posture that contrasted with the huge, moist black eyes. And those eyes stared right into me. I tore my gaze away, but not fast enough to prevent the memories from awakening.

“Looks good,” I croaked.

“Leave him with the admiral. They’ll know—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Lowell was talking through his arse. Given the chance, he’d set up another serenade, prepare a last-minute feast, or whip actors onto the stage.

As I attached our bag to our mount, Ishana stroked its head to establish a camaraderie. The horse sniffed her as if surprised there was no repugnant smell. Priestesses must charm the beasts to make them cooperate; not going to lie, that was quite efficient and less prone to accidents. Once they became best friends, I climbed onto the horse’s back and stretched a hand to help my damsel up.

I nudged the horse, and he started trotting towards the gates that were slowly opening. Lowell and Milena walked beside us.

“Pack it in, old man. This world is not worth our tears.”

“Not when our hearts are empty, no,” he said. “Good luck to you both.”

“May the Creator guide you, girls,” Milena added, smiling at Ishana as if they shared a secret. Ishana didn’t return the gesture; a sour secret, then.

We spent some quality time in the Castle of the Lioness, pretending to lead a normal life. In another, less gloomy universe, perhaps Lowell’s proposals and Milena’s affections would have their desired effects. In the universe we lived in, however, the comedy that seemed so real and appealing revealed its sad, inexorable face. That was the last day of our play. Roll the drums. Bow to the audience. Close the curtains. Reality was summoning us.

And King Lowell, for all his empathy, was ignorant of our reality. Against mortals and Gods, I would fight so that I could somehow keep Ishana with me. Admittedly, I had no plan. No strategy. Until divine providence manifested in my mortal consciousness, I would execute one step at a time. The first was to leave the Lioness’ den.

As if reading my mind, the steed shot away. I allowed it to put some distance between us and the eagle-eyed monarchs, the wind biting my nose and hardening my cheeks. Once the frozen mist obscured the Castle of the Lioness, I reined it in.

The beast slowed to a contemplative trot, rediscovering the immaculate whiteness of the cliffs, the salty drops that made the drizzle seem unending, the iron bridge connecting the towns of Whitecoast and Gull’s Landing. Could animals see the sun? I could feel its rays on my back, but after the initial shock, I realised it wasn’t as imposing as I had feared. At least not during the Crown’s winter.

“The adventure of our lives begins!” Ishana shouted. The spoon dangled in my peripheral when she opened her arms wide.

“Sit tight, Phileas Fogg, or your first adventure will be a broken skull.”

“Another of Shakespeare’s characters?”

“Nah. That’s the man who travelled the world in eighty days.”

“Hmm... Not a bad plan to start our careers as adventurers.”

I let her dream instead of breaking it to her that the Explorers could travel the same route in less than half that period.

She hugged me from behind. I put one hand over hers, threading our fingers. Trusting that the horse had found its step, I glanced up. Wispy clouds veiled the sun, dimming its brightness. I still had no words to describe the phenomena.

“You did it,” Ishana said.

“Did what?”

“Showed me the sun.”

My teeth clattered when I grinned. “Is he everything you hoped for?”

“Hard to tell. I never really hoped for the sun. View’s nice, though.” It surprisingly was. “How long to the Port?”

“Less than a day if nothing gets in our way.”

The road to Whale’s Port was well-structured and civilised, and I was still a Priestess, so I wasn’t worried about opposition.

“We’ll have time to explore, then.” Her words, spoken behind my neck, made my spine tingle.

“It’s a packed town. I’m sure we’ll be entertained.”

Enough time to check the ship and the crew. Make sure nothing stops us when the hour came. Time was precious, and I didn’t know what to do with that jewel. But I was in no hurry to reach the Port.

Palaces and mansions gave space to smaller but no less elegant houses. Stout columns and spindly spires disappeared, prevailing the rounded facades and warm-coloured bricks, looking like rose gardens amidst the snowy pallor. I let out a resigned breath—if it was my destiny to brawl with a garden of enchanting petals and deadly thorns, so be it. Heart Magic or not, I wasn’t afraid of bleeding.

A pair of soldiers on patrol waved as we passed. In the streets, people marvelled at the size of the beast carrying two Priestesses on its back. The steed nickered and pranced. A child took a step towards the animal, her hand outstretched, but upon seeing my eyes, dark under the hood, she stalled.

The Order’s reputation loomed over the people, though I had yet to find any temple for Aphrodite. Had Lowell demolished them all and expelled the Priestesses? Considering the respectful awe with which we were greeted, I doubted it. The King might think himself invincible in his castle, but most of Haillikós revered the Creator and her unwritten commandment: Love kills.

Ironic. With one hand, they punched the air, cursing life, its injustices and barbarities; with the other, they clung to their pathetic existences with all the fibre of their being. Want to go for good? Surrender your heart. Many tried, of course. Abducted the first personality they saw on the street and announced them as Twin Souls. Such boisterous declarations attracted the attention of the Priestesses. The imposters were stabbed and disembowelled with a smile on their faces... only to return hours or days later with a bag of stones bound to their souls.

Aphrodite was wise. People could trick her greedy servants, but when the Goddess herself wielded the gavel, masks fell. Pretending was easy. Wanting too. The prevailing truth was that most mortals did not know Love. They wanted pleasure, butterflies in the stomach, submission. When pain, frustration, and conflict arrived, the fairy tale dissolved as a fallacy, and they once again blamed the world, cursed the stars, claimed that Love didn’t exist.

I used to agree with them. But if we killed Aphrodite—which I wasn’t so convinced of any more—, her Love must have survived. Maybe Love was indeed lost, its pieces scattered around the world. Rescuing Love was harder than Heracles’ jobs, but wouldn’t that be Aphrodite’s goal?

“I can hear your heart,” Ishana said, placing her ear against my back. “What are you thinking about?”

“You.”

“Good thoughts?”

“Good enough to distract me from the horror of riding a horse.”

“Don’t speak like that. Caramel will be sad.”

“Caramel?” I scoffed.

“Didn’t the King tell you the horse’s name?”

“Holy fuck, Lowell...” The steed neighed. “The conversation hasn’t reached you yet, horse.”

Ishana laughed, the sound reverberating in my ribcage.

We passed two cities, one of them smelling of chocolate. Without dismounting the horse, I bought a parcel of the local delicacy. Melancholy thistles lined the roads, their purple, felted leaves glimmering white. Being winter, the highways connecting the Whale’s Port to Eidyn were mostly empty. The calm journey lulled me to peacefulness. Ishana rested her head on my shoulder, her arms comfortably around my waist, content heartbeats composing a divine song worth of Euterpe, Terpsichore, and Erato.

Grey Garden, a historical village known as the last dwelling of the Énotachen landowners, was deserted except for lit torches and horses grazing in an enclosed field. Caramel greeted his cousins. A foghorn blared to the east, its accompanying light blinking dully on the illuminated horizon.

“Where is everyone?” Ishana asked. I didn’t miss the trepidation in her voice; then noticed that I, too, was queasy.

“Probably at some religious site,” I rationalised. Many northern regions retained the practice of worshipping nature, occasions when many people, even an entire village, would gather somewhere in the open to pray and give offerings. I pointed to a ridge from where blinked a luminous emanation, faint in the morning fog. “Places like that get them closer to the sky and fuck!”

Blood and slivers of flesh sprang as an arrow brushed my fingers. Droplets fell into the steed’s widened eyes. He convulsed, running in circles, kicking his hind legs. Ishana pulled me from the saddle; only then I had the brilliant idea to jump along with her before the tumbling horse crushed my legs. As the animal struggled like a toppled tortoise, Ishana dragged me behind a cart.

“What the fuck was that?” Ishana reached out to touch my bloodied, torn fingers, but dismissed the idea.

“It’s only a scrape,” I said between my teeth, certifying, with relief, that all five of my fingers were still in place, even if three of them were buggered.

The cause of damage was a couple of feet to our side: a stumpy, heavy arrow, armed with a thick, sharp steel point.

“Hide,” I faltered.

“But—”

“Go!”

I pushed her towards the thick walls of a house. As soon as she started running, I stood up and fired.

Another arrow whizzed past my ear. I shot two more bullets in the opposite direction. No more projectiles answered. In the ensuing silence, one could believe that the altercation was the product of a God’s game, launching missiles from beyond the clouds. Then the shooter appeared from behind a tree, blood dripping from a hole in her shoulder. She didn’t need to worry about that, of course. When she came down from her hiding place and stood ten paces away from me, the wound had already disappeared.

The ridiculously long purple cloak, adorned with rose-shaped rubies and fluctuating on its mistress’ back like the wings of a bat, was one of the most expensive in the Order. Wrinkles and grey hair told that even Thanatos had avoided her until there was no alternative. Resembling an innocent maid had its advantages. So did being mistaken for a frail crone.

“You broke every oath you swore to our Order. Profaned all that is sacred to us and disdained the many chances our Supreme Goddess gave you to lead a pious life. I always knew this day it would come.” Dariela Ura’nia inhaled the northern air, as icy as her blood, pleased as if she were the bastard sister of the Moirai.

“You lost your dildo.” I threw the arrow back at her. “What the fuck is the meaning of this, Dariela? I’m in the middle of a contract!” Dariela cocked her head, zeroing in on my thorn fingers with her arctic eyes. “This? This is my reward for killing Princess Briana, Athena’s dear daughter.”

She put the crossbow away. For a moment, I believed it would be that easy. “Falsehood will benefit you no longer, Carys. Although I suspect you have repeated them enough times to convince yourself of their truth. I assure you, if I had reservations, that would have solved them.”

She pointed to something behind me. Someone. I half-turned to see Ishana standing there, blood oozing from invisible wounds on her finger, the spoon glowing against her white shirt. Reminded of the object, she hid it with her arms. Too late. Too obvious.

“Will you confess your transgressions? This is your last chance to redeem a part of your soul.”

Oh, yes, the cordial judge. Dariela instituted that formality. I never adopted it. I supposed that constituted what she considered “breaking every oath”. Or was it under “profaned all that is sacred”?

I remembered something Lowell said to me on our first day at the castle. Locking eyes with Dariela, I retorted, “If my offence was to look in the mirror and see more than myself, then yes, I confess to my transgression.”

Not giving her a chance to react, I leapt, dagger in hand. With enviable agility, the old slag dodged the first slash, then drew her crystalline sword and parried the second blow with the hilt. She twisted her wrist to try and reach me with the blade. I dipped, my dagger biting her ankle and her thigh, blood arcing across the fog. Before I could take another bite, Dariela pushed me away with a punch to the neck.

Robbed of air, I watched the walking corpse swinging her sword for a vertical slash. Aware that I could never escape the weapon’s length by falling back, I dived in before she could attack, tearing her shirt but not reaching her flesh. I tried to grab her, eager to snap her neck, but she shouldered me aside. A grey form dashed past me. With the same ease, Dariela slapped Ishana away.

When we faced each other again, all of Dariela’s fissures had healed. I always suspected that the old bitch loved nothing in the world, neither the adrenaline of the battle nor the religious jubilation, not even herself. It was the best explanation for how those wounds healed so damn quickly. If I wanted to win that duel—and I needed to win—, I had to kill her in a single blow.

Talking was easy. One advantage I counted on was that Dariela was part of the sectarian group that didn’t brandish Heart Magic as a weapon. Said we were Aphrodite’s disciples and not Hecate’s. On the other hand, years of magic refusal shaped her into a damn fine gladiator.

“I can do this all day,” I spat at her feet.

Dariela cracked a red smile. At least from her gums still oozed a few fillets of blood! “No, you cannot.”

She was right.

In my second of hesitation, Dariela gathered the impetus for a sequence of swings. Reflexes saved me by raising my arm to deflect one of her thrusts with my dagger, but the impact froze my bones and sent my weapon flying. Icy-blue and shaped like a stalactite, the sword was like a hailstorm trying to bury me and Ishana alive. Escaping Dariela’s string of brisk and fluid movements was a mixture of practice, luck, and probably divine intervention. It didn’t work all the time; my mouth filled with blood when the tip of her sword skimmed my arm. Every cut would make me weaker; a fatal blow would be the end of me, and there wouldn’t be a second chance. Or a tenth chance.

Exhaustion and the weapon’s blue hue muddled my vision. Predicting Dariela’s moves was becoming harder. Minutes into that cycle, I recovered my dagger, but it was useless without an opening. When I thought I had created one, Dariela stepped away and then on my leg, snapping my tibia in two beneath her boot.

Red spots bloomed across my vision. A howl that sounded dreadfully like Ishana emerged from my chest, splitting my head with agony.

The hateful crone raised her sword. Before she could execute her deadly strike, an arrow pierced her shoulder. We looked to the side. Ishana was preparing a second dart, aiming it at Dariela’s heart—or, better saying, at her hollow chest. Pride acted like a balm on my newest injury. Now if only you could hit the target, my amateur Robin Hood.

Lack of practice didn’t stop her from launching the second projectile, shattered to pieces by Dariela’s sword. Danger eclipsed my pride. Again, I charged at the crone, my dagger salivating to penetrate her spine. But the target side-stepped, and as the uncontrolled bull passed harmlessly by her, the sword drank blood from my calf.

Ishana echoed my cry of pain. Terror’s hands closed around my throat. She prepared another arrow, but Dariela resorted to the crossbow and, with more dexterity than a day’s training could teach my girl, fired a bolt. Her legs injured, Ishana couldn’t avoid the projectile. Pain exploded, and I roared in spite of my best efforts to keep it bottled up. It was barely a scratch on Ishana’s shoulder, but adding the horror of shared affliction and the rage for knowing she got hurt resulted in torture akin to being flayed by the Furies.

“I understand your heart’s choice. She has the same delusions of grandeur that always deformed your judgement.” Dariela wouldn’t allow herself to smile, but the satisfaction was palpable in her voice.

Ishana fell back into cover, clutching her injured shoulder. I prayed she would stay there, though I knew her enough to know she was too stubborn to stand down. And Dariela would no doubt keep an ear on her heartbeats.

For now, though, she was content with my suffering. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her predatory approach, regarding my efforts to limp back to my feet like someone who pities a dog with a broken paw.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I said, my lips swollen, damp with dripping blood. “That’s what you always wanted, an excuse to punish me for being better than you.”

Dariela rested the sword on her shoulder. “From the moment I resolved in my heart to join the Order, I have followed Aphrodite’s teachings. For its crimes, the world was condemned to live without Love, and I am honoured to have been chosen as an executor to our Eternal Lady’s will. The souls I pacified were never for glory. Never personal. But you are correct, Carys Epistro’phia. I will enjoy freeing the world from your sacrilegious existence.”

Hoping her inflated ego would prevent her from calculating my advance, I threw myself over her. Dariela lost the grip on her sword, and we collapsed like bags of rotten potatoes, me on top of her. Clumsier than menacing, I raised my dagger to impale—

The dagger clanged and bounced off the hard surface. As frigid as Dariela was, I doubted her chest was made of steel.

“Shit.”

She smiled at my rookie mistake and smashed my nose with a headbutt.

My surroundings burst into blurry fragments. As quickly as I could, I got off Dariela, cupping my hands to my face, trying to burst those crimson bubbles that impaired my sight. The world was spinning, I didn’t know where I was going. I found the pistol and fired at the bellicose silhouette teleporting from one point to the other. I couldn’t tell if I hit someone or even if there was someone in front of me.

But yes, it was her I was seeing. Because then a second, reckless spectre joined the murky scene.

I blinked ever faster, feeling a stab in my face whenever I inhaled. Painfully slow, my vision returned, composing the appalling picture of Ishana duelling against Dariela.

The metal snake lashed out at the stalactite. Accustomed to my brutish guile, Dariela’s wrinkled arse was having trouble adapting to Ishana’s agile, fluid mobility. Like a loose body of water running freely in its habitat, Ishana flowed around the enemy. But she couldn’t find a window of counterattack, and Dariela was armed with cunning and centuries of experience.

I tried standing on my broken leg, focusing on the weight of my weapons and not on my leg bones falling over each other. I raised the pistol. Ishana leapt sideways to avoid a vertical slice. But then Dariela spun the frozen sword, turning it into a horizontal movement that gashed Ishana’s belly.

My entrails froze. Violent coughs racked my body; I feared all my innards would erupt from my mouth. My heart pumped hate, filling my cells with grime. Ignoring the pangs in my face, in my leg, in my stomach, and in recesses of myself that I could not name, I launched a sequence of stabs and thrusts and punches.

In close quarters, Dariela had no room to swing her sword. My smaller blade found gaps in the bastard’s defence, tearing off pieces from her skin, puncturing layers of skin. A pity that none of it meant anything.

The worst injury was the omen of defeat. No matter how many holes cracked my skin or how much blood I lost, I would not lie on the ground until I could no longer stand. If I fought only for my sorry self, I could let Dariela finish the job while screaming “Fuck you!” to her face. But Ishana was there. Confidence that we would win and horror of what would happen if we lost warred in her eyes.

The next thing I knew, I was down again, my temples throbbing after a kiss from the hilt of Dariela’s sword.

“Tired of your childish gasconade?” she asked, a hint of boredom in her croaking voice. I laughed, struggling to stand up. My knee betrayed me, knocking me down. Trembling and bleeding, I tried again. “Stay down, Carys.”

After two humiliating attempts, my back straightened, and my feet stabilised. My spine creaked, a mountain about to collapse. One flick would suffice. “No.”

Dariela shuddered as if my insubordination hurt her more than all the stabs combined. She scrunched her thin, abhorrent lips so tightly they disappeared. “May Aphrodite have mercy on your soul.”

The sword came like a lightning bolt... a bolt veered from its path by an earthquake. Perplexity knocked the weapon off Dariela’s hands. Ishana emerged as if from the depths of the ocean, connecting an elbow to the crone’s jaw. Not making the same mistake I did, she hacked Dariela’s arms at different angles, turning them into lava pits that gurgled fiery blood.

I forced my body into movement. That was when Dariela kneed Ishana in the stomach, turned her around, and gripped her in one bloodied arm. She stole the Keris, swivelling the treacherous sword against Ishana’s chest.

“Stop!” I shouted. Dread intoxicated my veins, paralysing the rest of me. It was like my own dagger hovered over Ishana’s heart. And even then, she didn’t surrender, showed more anger than fear. She tried to bite Dariela’s arm, but if the blade’s threat, there wasn’t enough space to move.

Dariela’s hand seemed to vacillate. Without thinking, I attacked. Dariela threw Ishana to the ground, and my relief was so great that, for a precious moment, I forgot all about the danger. White flashed in front of me, and I ran straight into Dariela’s sword.

The air was expelled from my lungs in a gush of blood. And then it kept pouring out, squeezing my heart out of everything it had. Pain was so insurmountable that I didn’t feel my body any more. But I felt Ishana’s. She found her sword, but lacked the vitality to even hold the handle. A pool of blood spread beneath her, and she writhed, shrinking with every agonising movement.

I grabbed the blade piercing through my stomach and coming out on my back, achieving nothing but lacerations across my hands. As if they mattered. As if we weren’t already dead.

“It is inconsequential who I pacify first. Regardless of your countless aggressions, I will make sure both of you leave for the next life,” Dariela said. Her aloof, unfeeling intonation took me back to the lectures I had to endure with her. There, in the darkest years of my life, light spilt from the fissures in my skin. She taught about Twin Souls, the unique and sublime bond they shared. They experienced each other’s pain and sadness and anger and fear, yes; but also each other’s strength, courage, vigour, and power.

Dariela’s arms were still dripping. Some cuts had closed; others were still squirming like worms.

“Drop the dagger, Carys.”

Somehow, my decrepit fingers still clutched the weapon. Closing my eyes, I convinced my brain to let go. I barely heard when the metal clattered against stone. As the black mist befell me, extinguishing my sight, my hearing, my feelings, something prevented my heart from stopping pulsing.

A sound that was more instinct and emotion. Ishana’s heart slowed by the beat, prepared to jump over the edge and plummet into the Underworld. My soul was leaving my body, ready to follow her, blind except for a fading light that was as familiar as my own self. Instead of flying away, I reached out to what I knew to be Ishana’s dying form.

And it burned as if we were immolating ourselves. Feeling. A glorious feeling.

The sea of blood churned, waves beating against the walls of my heart, storming across my veins and arteries, raging but soothing, energising my numb limbs. Fresh platelets staunched the excess blood loss. Loud as a thousand war drums, my heart pounded. But it was not alone. Two hearts evoked that song that dissected my organism to furnish it anew.

“Open your eyes. Until the end, you will witness your suffering.”

I obeyed. What Dariela saw astounded her. She peered down at Ishana’s irises to find the same scarlet pigment. When she turned to her leaking arms and understood, she tightened her fingers around the hilt, prepared to cleave me in half.

Veins, tendons, bones, cartilage; everything her arms were made of burst like a blister filled with pus. Blood condensed around her like the gates to her mausoleum, trapping her. The sword exploded into a million shards, slashing and digging into skins, but it was so insignificant! Dariela didn’t allow herself to scream, choking on all the blood streaming up her throat. I staggered over to her, wrapping my arms around her neck. I slipped on blood, falling to my knees. But my hold on her was unwavering.

“Every honourable Priestess will come after you,” she hissed, red bubbles popping on the corners of her mouth.

“Let them come. Their honour will be their deaths.”

Dariela’s neck snapped like a chicken’s. The broken head hung to one side, and I let it fall with the rest of the corpse.

Life rushed into me, permeating my every nook and crevice. White blood cells rushed like a medic army. My stomach seemed to be cauterised by a hundred raging bees, and I had never been more grateful. Bones were reconstructed, lacerations sutured. Fresh air passed into my lung, cooling my burning dermis. Pain was reduced to a faint throbbing in the back of my head. My nails glittered; my eyes saw everything with the lucidity of an eagle. My skin sponged up the surrounding blood, recruiting new cells.

Ishana kneeled beside me, skimming the admittedly hideous stitches on my belly with trembling fingers. I looked longingly into her eyes. Her face was dusted with blood, weariness threatening to collapse her, but the most important was that her wounds were healed. She was safe. She would live. We would. Because it worked. It really worked. Part of me had doubted—had wished for failure—, treating the mighty pull between us as reflexes of my decaying mind. We destroyed the last barriers. Crossed the point of no return. Ishana was inside me, her mind operating alongside mine, our bloodstreams joined to run the same course, our hearts beating at the same frequency. Two bodies, one soul. Twin Soul.

I threw my arms around her, squeezing her with perhaps too much force, but hell, if we survived that, it wasn’t a desperate hug that would snuff us out.

“Carys,” Ishana whispered, so... lovingly. Yes, that was the word.

“We cannot stay here.” And yet, it was a minute before I found the courage to disentangle myself from her.

Tentacles that would form Dariela’s new arms were beginning to grow out of her imploded shoulders. I surveyed the scene; there wasn’t much we could do. If we took the time to mutilate her, another Priestess might emerge in the meantime. The valves in my heart were unclogged, allowing Heart Magic to return—good having you back, my dear—, but I was drained. I needed to rest, meditate.

I grabbed a wooden stool from a house’s doorstep. Positioning myself above Dariela’s cadaver, I slammed the flat, hard part of the stool against her face. Then again. And again, until that revolting mug of disdain and superiority disappeared into an indifferent goo of blood and brain.

Beside me, Ishana whispered, “Dearest Aphrodite, please remain with us. Please allow us to reach the Port safely.”

I discarded the makeshift weapon and took Ishana’s hand, leading her away from the place that would give me nightmares for years to come. Considering we’d live that long.


Kill me Tomorrow, Let me Live Tonight

Caramel had parked at the village’s gates. He posed with the pomp of a warhorse that single-handedly fought and defeated an army.

“What a brave boy!” The horse neighed, deaf to the irony. Under better circumstances, I’d have stabbed the creature, but we needed to advance faster than our human legs permitted. At least Caramel kept our belongings safe—after he crushed most of our food in his fall.

Upon raising a leg to mount, I winced.

“Not as potent as it seemed, eh?” Ishana asked, proudly showing a scar on her leg.

Heart Magic was working through us, but there was a lot to repair. The wounds no longer bled, just burned as if someone constantly poked them with a heated iron. I didn’t know how any of this was supposed to work in our new... condition.

My boot ordered Caramel to run as if there was no tomorrow.

At that speed, the wind was unforgiving. It stretched my skin, trying to peel it off. It threw the hood off my head. My teeth clattered. Sun rays patted our heads, but they too were cold. Heart Magic warmed our bodies, but it wasn’t inflamed enough. Ishana clung to me, her face buried in my scapula.

How much did she understand of what transpired? Her face palled after I opened myself to the invisible thread tugging at my heart—the thread of her soul—and cast the spell. Perhaps she blamed her blood loss, but she would recover, and then she would start questioning things.

Nyx draped her shawl over the sun. A shiver lanced through me as I realised that was the first time I witnessed the daily cycle in its entirety. And I wondered if tomorrow we’d see the sunshine again. If someday we would be able to contemplate that spectacle of nature. Today, my attention was on the road, my ears emitting pulses that scoured our surroundings for wicked intentions. I powered the horse’s heart with a dose of blood, making sure he would not die before we reached our destination.

We arrived at Whale’s Port in record time. Everything looked normal. What was I expecting, a witch hunt? Now that we dispatched Dariela, the bounty for our heads would increase by an obscene amount. But not every Priestess would have the guts to challenge us.

Fresh-out-of-the-oven pupils would kill themselves over the chance of claiming our hearts and skyrocketing to the top of their ranks. I didn’t worry about them. Let them come; I’d slice them to pieces and send the boxes to temples of Aphrodite around the world. Experienced Priestesses were my concern. They would bide their time, watch as their less prudent sisters fell, design strategies.

Legends told of Akidalya, a Priestess who connected with her Twin, a Champion of Ares, and scythed hundreds of souls as they attempted to kill her and her Lover, their bound so mighty that their control over Heart Magic surpassed most immortal Priestesses. Myth, we said. But we knew it wasn’t some contrived fable. While many other Priestesses had fallen into the foams of Love and none of them emerged any more powerful, the wisest of us were cautious. The rules were hazy, but when the soul combined divine boons, it could be catastrophic. My pride wasn’t so inflated that I believed I could be the new Akidalya, especially since Ishana had no magic besides her insolent adamancy, but my infamy would serve us well.

Disguised by a dense cloak of shadows, I ushered the horse along the edges of the city instead of going towards the main entrance. Caramel didn’t like the smell of salt so close, and the leap of a fish caused him to whine a curse. A coward, but an obedient one at least.

“Do you reckon another Priestess might be waiting for us?” Ishana asked.

“It’s possible.”

But that wasn’t my reason for the diversion. If the admiral was notified of our arrival, they would insist we visit, wanting to tour us around their domain, go over the details of the trip, introduce us to the ship, take us out for a dinner of salmon or crab. Socialising was the last thing I needed now. Even the fucking horse was getting on my nerves. I needed some time alone. Alone with Ishana.

We stopped at a small stable. The man who took charge of it seemed oblivious enough. To ensure his loyalty, I placed a silver coin in his hand. He bit it, cracking a single-toothed smile.

Next, we paid for one of the typical one-room huts. Our ty bach stank of salt and seaweed, but between sleeping in an aquarium or on the frigid streets of the Crown, I would gladly swim with the fish. A thin carpet of beaver fur, worn and greenish, covered the entire floor. The double bed at the centre occupied most of the room. Next to it, a small wardrobe had its doors open, the spaces too small for our bag. In the corner, two seats surrounded a circular wooden table; on top of one of them, a dusty lamp. I feared I might find a statue of Aphrodite above the headboard, but the customary lookout spot was empty. I sighed in relief, and that release was enough to make me sink into the bed.

I kicked off my boots, the carpet prickling my feet. Staring at my hands, the skin of three of my fingers crudely stitched, I played back the last two months, from the moment I met Ishana to this instant in time.

“I should’ve warned you, I guess. Before trying to use your blood. But if I succeeded, then it means... It means...” I clasped my hands together to stop gesticulating so much. I tasted blood where I had been biting my lip.

Ishana leaned against the wall in front of me, arms dangling free beside her. Her brown eyes flickered with golden specks.

“I do not know if you understand what happened.”

“You mean that we are Twin Souls?”

Hearing her say it, so directly, without euphemisms or half-truths, made my heart catch in my throat.

“How—since when have you known it?”

Ishana gave me a compassionate smile. “I’ve known for a while.” She kneeled, holding my trembling hands. Her voice was in its softest timbres when she spoke next. “Did you figure it out just now?”

“H—how was I supposed to know?” I squeaked, squeezing the words out of a constricted throat. “I never dreamed I’d find my Twin Soul! I didn’t think I deserved one.”

After all the Twin and Obsessive Souls I pacified, I had presumed I knew more about them. And how could the Order teach something they did not understand? We did not talk to Lovers, we only dispatched them to another existence. My heart was wrapped in vines, thorns everywhere, but in that trap, I found freedom. I was sweating, suffering from heat and cold. My skin itched, terribly hungry. I was in pain, and no amount of regeneration could heal me. And yet, it was wondrous.

The theory to explain the connection between Twin Souls was lovely: a thread that bound two hearts so intimately it allowed them to share their pleasures and woe, both physical and emotional. In practice, what did it mean? I had no way of knowing. Until now. I drowned in thoughts of Ishana as if she had made a nest inside my head. My notion of “self” had broadened, deepened, magnified. I felt more powerful than ever because now I was two, not one. I was not alone and would never be again. Unless...

“I want—hell, I need you to stay—but I won’t bind you to something you didn’t ask for. This kind of existence... what happened today was just the beginning. Love is the most dangerous thing in the world. I cannot ensure your safety, your peace, least of all your happiness. If I could, you must trust me...”

Words deserted me. That whirlwind of emotions caught and shredded rational explanations. I covered my face with my hands. Why does the darkness never shelter us when the light becomes so oppressive?

“Didn’t you hear me when I said I prayed to Aphrodite’s stars? I asked her to show me hope. She gave me you.”

My voice sounded through a gap between my fingers. “If you go to the island, you’ll be far away. Protected from me.”

Ishana took my wrists and moved my hands away from my face. “How can you say such foolishness? Don’t let fear to speak in your name. You know how fulfilled I am by your side! You can feel it in your veins like I feel it in mine, isn’t that how this shit works? Damn everything and everyone! Let’s run away. Disappear!”

She straddled me. My heart raced; or was it hers? Was there a difference? I hugged her waist, wanting to feel her, bring her closer and closer until I fused into her and truly became one. She cupped my cheeks, staring fondly into my eyes. Inside hers, I found obstinacy, longing, faith. And, deep down, I found a part of myself.

“I told you I want to live with you.” Her whisper caused my whole body to shake, though I was firmer than before. More resolute than I had ever been. She planted a delicate kiss on my earlobe, and I moaned out of sheer relief.

“If you’re crazy enough to choose me, I’ll never send you away. Having you by my side will be the sweetest of transgressions.” My voice lowered to the same volume, though not by choice.

“I belong only to you, my mischievous, rotten knight.”

“You’re going to kill us, girl. What a wonderful death!”

We clashed in a fiery kiss. Sparks leapt from our mouths, fuelling the fire that spread faster than any of us could or wished to contain. I found her tongue, sucking on it. We parted when we could no longer breathe, Ishana’s hair in many degrees of untidiness.

“That was intense,” she gasped.

“That was nothing, cariad.”

A light, like I had only seen when she was fighting, lit Ishana’s eyes. “I never thought I’d say this to anyone, but I want you to fuck me.”

“And I never thought I’d thank Aphrodite for her lewd gifts.”

My hands worked fast to free her from the overcoat, then unfasten the eyelets of her corselet. Orange patches bloomed on her skin as I stripped the layers covering her. I scattered kisses across her shoulders, her clavicle, her seducing cleavage, rejoicing in her laboured breathing.

Ishana shook her head, veiling us with her hair. I clutched a handful of it, enjoying its smoothness on my cheek, my crooked nose, my forehead. I held it to my lips as the last button opened, inhaling its scent along with the sigh that escaped Ishana’s mouth. Watching her through a silver screen, I fondled her belly, crazed by the promises of what awaited me.

“Goddess, I want to feel you so badly.”

There was a pause. In the silence, I heard the echo of my words—Goddess. But Ishana wasn’t interested in sitting still. Perhaps she thought, like I did, that if she didn’t keep moving, she’d burn in the pyre of passion. Without losing sight of my mouth, she flung off my overcoat and snaked through the folds of the corset, knowing I wore nothing beneath it. Silky fingers teased my skin to the point of delirium. With the same voracity she had been kissing me, her mouth snatched one of my nipples, a ploy that made me swell with surprise and delight.

“Who in Hades taught you this?”

She lifted her head just enough to speak. Her cheeks were puffier, her expression wild. “Divine inspiration!”

A groan cut my retort short. Ishana squeezed my other breast hard, merciless, but with a hidden layer of tenderness. I groped for her free hand and fitted my palm into hers. Her callouses had disappeared, her skin as smooth as the fabric that had covered them for so long, her pulse quavering.

I pulled her aside, inverting our positions. Ishana glowed, more dizzying than the sun. “Fy rhyfelwr gwerthfawr,” I murmured, kissing her knuckles, sucking on the pad of her fingers.

Ishana moaned, her fingertips dancing on the roof of my mouth. I blindly explored, sliding across her taut belly, climbing her curves, contouring her salient bones. Ishana’s eyes burst open when my finger grazed the roundness of her breasts. Touching was enticing, but every second close to her bewildered my five senses, and my sight demanded to discover, to learn. And I obeyed, marvelling not only at the sight but also at the trust required to lie there, bare and honest.

“Are you disappointed?” Ishana asked.

“You are a sculpture, almost too beautiful to be touched. Almost.”

She shivered when I winked and squirmed when I laid my head on her chest, my tongue playing with her nipple. It amazed me how easy it was to rouse her libido, and how pleasant. I filled my hand with her other breast, and having caught up to Ishana’s tastes, I would squeeze, pull, twist. Ishana wiggled, clutching the sheets with whitish joints, murmuring intelligible words that might’ve been blessings or curses.

“I’m. Here. My. Baby.” The words came piece by piece, my mouth busy memorising the scent of her arousal. “I’ll. Never. Leave. You.”

Ishana gasped when my teeth rasped on her hardened nipple. She released the sheets to grip my hair with the same urgency. Her warm body was killing me, but I couldn’t give myself away. With anyone else, I’d be done by now. But Ishana wasn’t anyone; she was the one. One thing my time as a Priestess taught me was how to give pleasure. And for Ishana, I wanted to be the best Lover, with capital L. Her enjoyment, resonating in me through our psychic connection, told me I was on the right path.

“Let me feel you,” she begged.

Moist fingertips tripped down my spine. I fell off her, her hands clutching to me with an endearing despair, and abandoned myself to the unfamiliar bliss of being in someone else’s care. Every spot she touched buzzed with life, more soothing than magical regeneration. Her nose tracked her hands down my belly until the three of them collided with the edge of my trousers. She pulled it down, knickers and all, to continue her trajectory. But she didn’t continue.

A gush of wind weakened her burning fire. Despite her eagerness and natural skills, her carnal knowledge was limited. She had never had sex before. I didn’t know how much experience she had with solo play, if at all. Remembering that filled me with tenderness.

I wrapped my arms around her, cradling her in my chest. Her body melted into mine, and not wanting her to lose all steam, I reached into her inner thighs, circling her centre without directly stimulating it no matter how much her grimaces implored me.

“Goddess!” Ishana screamed through gritted teeth, turning the hut into a temple.

I distributed encouraging kisses on her nape. Her waist swayed gently, seeking more. Playing around her pleasure was fun, but I couldn’t dally: it was doubly torturous when you felt your partner’s demands. With a sigh of gratification that echoed from our mouths, I gave her what she needed. Transcendent joy made my heart skip a beat, but that was okay because Ishana’s was beating for the two of us. To finally touch her like that was the realisation of a forgotten dream.

“Please, Carys...” She swung one leg over me, giving me freedom of movement to work on her soaked cunt.

“I love when you say my name like that.”

“Like what?” she slurred.

“Like you’re praying.”

“Are you punishing me for—” Ishana squealed as my thumb ghosted across her clit, clasping to my swaying arm.

“Do you like it?” Ishana hummed positively. Knowing I had her attention, I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Want more?”

“Fuck me like it’s our last day together.”

“I’ll do better: I’ll fuck you like it’s our first day together.”

Her hold on my arm tightened when I added a second finger. Her wails raised in pitch as I backed out and delved in again, penetrating deeper and harder. Music to my ears. Covering her mouth would be a crime, no matter how many people could hear her repeatedly screaming, “Oh, shit! Oh, fuck!”

“I’ve got you, cariad.”

I slotted her leg between mine, seeking friction to appease my resuscitated cravings. Ishana threw her head back, one hand clutching behind my neck, her dazed senses looking for my mouth. I showed it to her, and she grabbed it with more appetite than when we started.

The bed shrank, opposing our growing passion. With a yelp, we fell to the floor, one on top of the other. Ishana giggled, and when she heard me snickering, we joined in a guffaw. Sex had never been fun; not that pure, light-hearted fun, and laughing with her made everything brighter and more exciting—if that was even possible.

Ishana seized my fingers and tasted them.

“Do you like it?” She nodded her head in vehement agreement, offering them to me. “I’ll drink from the source.”

Her eyes widened, overflowing with lust. Ishana clung to my hands as I lowered myself onto her legs, spreading them open.

“Oh, my girl,” I said with a delighted sigh when I laid eyes on the treasure, more valuable than fifty thousand gold coins. Her vulva was light pink like a porcelain doll, the colour of the Love I had given up on the hope of finding.

It took a titanic self-control to not devour her in one fell swoop. But there was no point in being slow any more. I loosened my tongue in feasting strokes, revelling in the drink of the Gods. I couldn’t believe I kept her at bay for so long when the thought of being without her sounded so absurd, so wrong. Here was my repressed dream, made flesh, real.

Ishana guided my hand to her breast, and I squeezed. She cried when my tongue dipped inside her, followed by a series of “oh! oh! oh!” that rhymed with our heartbeats. My free hand fondled her plush thighs, then penetrated her while my tongue concentrated on her clit, her pleasure pulsing inside my mouth. Ishana moaned without restraint, her nails digging into my hand. My fingers quickened.

“Look at me,” I said, shuddering along with her. “I want to watch you coming.”

Silver light poured into the hut, engulfing Ishana. I didn’t stop to question the moon’s agenda; I wouldn’t lose a single motion of Ishana’s face as she embraced the peak of desire.

The stitches that closed the arrow wound fell apart. Blood besmeared my fingers, and later I realised it wasn’t all mine, but it also oozed from within Ishana. She howled my name and a string of curses as her orgasm rippled through us, tearing our bodies apart with a supernatural fusion of pain and glory.

“You’re beautiful,” I breathed with the little air that remained in me, my hand still inside her. “You’re wonderful. You’re incredible. You’re—” A flood of memories overwhelmed me as our bloodstreams physically intertwined. “A liar!”

The next thing that penetrated her was not my finger, but my dagger.


Part II — The Princess


Fate, Show Thy Force

“Come get me, you manky, soft-boned slag!”

“How can you speak like that? If your mother hears—auch!”

The tip of my sword stabbed the ratbag, nullifying the defamatory spell she tried to cast against me. Crocodile tears wet her eyes, but there was no mercy in my heart. I raised my sword, prepared to sever the witch’s head... when the earthquake whacked the island, knocking down me, my adversary, and every sack of bones around us.

“The planet is cracking in half!” I bellowed, struggling to get back to my feet.

“Do you mean like an egg?” Asherah asked, no doubt thinking of her father and how he broke an egg so easily to make his (delicious) cakes. Her white face grew paler with blood leaking from a scarlet slash across her forehead.

“Don’t be a drongo! It’s an earthquake. Poseidon has come to swallow us all!”

I strode through the maze-like village in search of an open area, paying no attention to Asherah’s outraged expression. If everything fell apart, I would not wait for some debris to crush me.

“Ishana...”

“What now?”

“I think my leg is broken,” she whined.

“If it were, you wouldn’t be standing on it, stupid.”

I had no idea where I could go—not like I had many options—or how long until the next tremor, but standing still would give an excuse for weakness to seep into my bloodstream. To disentangle the knot in my guts, I sought pleasure in discovering more hurt people.

But I barely advanced thirty steps before a second quake knocked us over. The wooden sword skidded from my hand. We rolled down the sloping terrain until I smacked my back on a stone wall and Asherah had her collision cushioned by my belly. Numerous cracks racked my body. Pain surged through the fractures. I did not cry. The seagulls would not feed on my agony. My veins were still full from last month’s feast, the healing would be fast.

“My body hurts!” Asherah whimpered like an abandoned bird, and it was all I could do to not break her neck.

“No shit!”

She stared at me in confusion. The gash on her forehead was bleeding. There was nothing to staunch it, but if I didn’t do something, the foolish girl would soon get into a fit of panic. Strictly to avoid this, I covered her wound with my lips, sucking on it.

Asherah looked up at me with wide, horrified eyes. “You’re crazy, Ishana!”

“Oh, to Hades with you!”

A third tremor assaulted the island, louder than the first two. This time, along with the impact, a yellow light arced toward the beach. What the fuck? Then it wasn’t only people falling but houses as well. Rooftops collapsed into themselves, bringing whole structures down like castles of cards.

As soon as the earth stopped shaking, I limped away. Asherah cried for help, falling once more when she tried to run after me. I hurried towards the coast, leaving her to her luck. If the whole place was being consumed by the forces of Nature, we should have boats ready to set sail.

However, upon sighting the beach, I learned that the tremors weren’t the result of rancorous waves. I had to shield my eyes from the blinding saffron light. The sun? No, much better. Twenty foreign ships rolled towards the island like a golden storm, bombarding our cliffs in a coordinated assault, anchoring in our shores where commoners and soldiers were pinned down by arrows and spears. How hadn’t we heard them coming? No alarm, no nothing. And how did they find us in the first place?

Hatred thickened my blood. In parts, because my uptight parents forbade me from training with sword or spear—not even a bloody dagger!—, afraid I’d chop an arm off. Now, instead of fighting back the invaders, I’d have to stand by, waiting for a blade to decapitate me.

But, most of all, I was mad because I wasn’t a member of that golden, raging fleet.

A burning rock swooped like a dragon over the invaders, outshining the fleet. In a deafening and bright explosion, the missile shattered one of the vessels. Arms waved and legs ran above the sea, detached from their owners. Survivors were consumed by flames that, in conspiracy with the ocean, marched unfazed on the water toward the two nearest ships, turning wood to ashes and bones to dust.

A piercing shriek extinguished its power. It would be mean if we could repeat the feat. Alas, we had one of the monstrous catapults, and reloading it took precious time. The three witches would have to invent new tricks.

Gulls, crows, and other birds flocked against the ships. But no matter how sharp their claws and beaks were, they were no match for the soldiers’ blades and merely delayed their progress.

Our militia advanced against the troops that had already landed. Platoons of yellow-canary armour scorched the sand. Heavy, crude, and beautiful armours those were. Swords and spears came in varying sizes, all screaming threats in the harsh voices of their wielders. We had some good equipment, brought from different regions, stolen from various arsenals, but even our shiniest sword looked pathetic in comparison, especially when brandished by amateurish hands.

Our greatest advantages were knowing the island, an assortment of spells, and the blood receptacles. Were they the reason for this incursion? Had Aphrodite had enough and sent an army of honourable warriors to put an end to our audacity? Their audacity? At that moment, I tried to pray to Aphrodite. But it had been so long since I had paid attention to the sermons, I couldn’t remember a single prayer. Nor did I know what I would pray for.

Soldiers were scattering, winding their way inside the city. Clenching my fists, I ran through the twisting, uneven streets and crawled through a muddy hole, entering the hidden, makeshift warehouse stocked with weapons. I would take a sword, slit some throats—

Empty. Or almost. They’d left a stupid, blunt dagger behind! Well, hadn’t I asked for one of those? Thank you, Goddess. I guess.

Dagger in hand, I stalked the streets, concealed by the shadows of houses and vegetation. Muffled noises from the beach reached my ears. I tried to focus on the vicinity. It would be useful to have the Priestesses’ infamous ability to listen to heartbeats.

Despite my concentration, I saw the soldier before I heard him. The colossal armour made him stand out, though no one would confuse him for an easy target. Wearing my beige robe and light boots, I was far smaller, faster; inconspicuous. The soldier kept going, paying no attention to the slithering shadows behind him.

My fingers tightened around the handle. My mouth salivated. The solemnity of the moment quieted my heart. His flamboyant helmet left his neck exposed. A small gap through which a dagger could easily penetrate. Before he knew it, I would leap on his back and run the blade through his soft flesh. Blunt or not, it would kill. He would not die quickly; the rusty blade would require determination. It would be messy, visceral. His blood would soak the sand and paint me with the colour of victory, of freedom!

Holding my breath, I raised my arm, calculated the trajectory—someone grabbed my wrist and pulled me back, covering my mouth. I squirmed, pushing the dagger towards my opponent’s face, but the woman had incredible strength in her thin arms. I recognised that oily hand.

“It’s me, it’s me!” the woman hissed, confirming her identity. I injected more strength into my hand, wanting to poke her snub nose with my newfound weapon. The weapon that would soon be confiscated from me.

She twisted my arm, spraining my wrist. Following my strangled cry of pain, my grip loosened, and my adversary caught my dagger. Beryl’s blue eyes, when she turned me to face her, were dark with disgust. If I asked her, she’d say it was aimed at the invaders.

“They’re here, Beryl!” I whispered, pointing to where the soldier had passed. She raised an eyebrow at hearing her own name. I thought I’d get a free pass in a situation like that. “Mother...”

“We’re quite aware,” she answered in the same rushed tone. “And you’ll go in the opposite direction.”

“Opposite direction? They’re everywhere!”

“Not everywhere.” My lovely and compliant mother frowned. A voracious desire to recover the dagger to carve her another expression made my joints ache.

With a firm grip, Beryl dragged me away from my prey. Annoyance and resentment mingled as I saw no chance of escaping, but all that was interrupted by a whirlwind of questions darting through my head. How many of us had died already—truly died? How many of them? What was the plan to push them back to the bottom of the ocean? How could I help? That last question would be ignored, as always.

“We need every warrior we’ve got!” I insisted when we had moved away from the stealthy soldier. With luck, other bucket-heads would hear my challenge and come to have it out with me.

“All of our warriors are already doing their job. Be quiet!”

“Not all of—”

A new tremor shook the island, shutting my mouth as my teeth clashed against each other. Beryl leaned against the wall and squeezed my hand even harder. In response, a second stone rolled across the skies, and for a second, I thought it would rise high enough to break through the crust of darkness. But then gravity took it down to the pleasurable sound of another ship being shattered. Unfortunately, we were too far for me to hear the screams.

Later, we had to burrow behind a pile of rubble to avoid a squad. Around ten soldiers, judging by the decisive march that trembled the ground.

“Where’s Tiberius?” I asked when the footsteps faded.

“Fighting for us.”

“And Milos?” She cast me a haughty glance. “You’re so fucking pathetic!” I huffed, ignoring her disapproving glare.

We zigzagged like rats around our own house. Swords clashed around me, their echoes jumbling my sense of direction. Arrows whizzed above my head; I wish I could hold on to one of them and fly away. Bodies crushed by their own houses or adorned with crimson gashes stared at us, the family who was supposed to defend them, to give them a higher level of existence. Beryl pretended not to see them, but I noticed the mossy tinge that painted her cheeks. Sooner or later, we would bump into the enemy. Dagger or not, I was ready for them!

My dreams disintegrated as we ploughed through dark passages under the large leaves of banana trees. The clamour of battle faded into a distant, harmless noise. That was the farthest region of our tiny world, occupied only by watchmen. I wasn’t allowed to roam there, and in the few times I slipped past the guards, I found nothing promising. I clung to the hope that we would have a hidden, bigger arsenal, or perhaps a tunnel that would take us behind the enemy lines, so we could massacre them.

“Somehow, the Sienikian annulled the magical field and crafted a similar spell to approach our shores,” Beryl said. “Allyra is keeping this last sector under the illusion, but it will not remain so for long. We need all our power to stop them.”

“Are you deaf or stupid? That’s exactly what I’ve been saying! What’re we doing here?” I raised my voice, caring little if the sound reached the soldiers’ ears. Beryl overpowered my protests, dragging me to the harbour where a boat was being prepared by Madeline, my handmaid. “You’ll all cark it if—”

A blade slashed my cheek. It hadn’t been the first time, but that blade was rustic, making the pain twice as bad. Beryl smiled, luminous cheeks disguising marks of age. She set my former dagger, now dirty with my own blood, on the sand.

“If we are to perish, then my daughter will carry on our legacy.”

One of my biggest sources of pride was to always have a response on the tip of my tongue. Now, I was dumbfounded. The faith Beryl placed in me put a block of ice on my temper as well as pounds of metal on my shoulders, made even heavier by hypocrisy. They wouldn’t allow me to wield a sword, but trusted me to safeguard and, if necessary, restore the legacy? What even was our legacy? A trail of blood to enrage the Gods!

In my stupor, if Beryl or Madeline said anything as they settled my absent-minded body inside the boat and pushed it into the ocean, I did not hear. Would anyone have wished me good luck? I doubted it. Would Tiberius have even known about Beryl’s insane plan? Yes, of course. The disgraced member of the family was me. Perhaps because I would be one of the few to return to life.

No, Beryl did not want me to restore the legacy. She wanted to make sure I wasn’t there to tell the story once the foreign soldiers were finished. Better to fall into oblivion than live through my accursed words.


The Moon is Down, I Lie Alone

When I came back to consciousness, I was far. Swimming back would be impossible. Perhaps the stupor had been one last trick from Beryl, a simple spell that she could cast and boast about as if she were Circe’s lost sister. The tiny globe entitled Island of Venus, the only world I had ever known, was a measly yellow dot. Soon, it turned purple and then blue, merging with the ocean. I used to scare Asherah with stories of how we would plummet into a bottomless abyss if we sailed too far from our shore.

I got a taste of my lies, and it was bitter. The island disappeared and my irrational arms continued in that tedious rhythm, up and down, up and down. The oars beat on the water, taking me to an unimaginable destination.

A bird drifted in the distance, chalking up the black sky with its white feathers. I wondered if it was a dove and, if so, whether it was a good or a bad omen. If Aphrodite measured my heart, she would have a reason to condemn the world again. What was I supposed to do in the unknown land where I would hopefully dock in the coming days? Find something to love? Ridiculous!

Despite the islanders’ dreams and my parent’s best efforts, I was not a victim of this romanticism that severely distorted their sense of reality. Once, I thought I was in Love with Asherah. When we slept together on my bed, I tried getting closer to her and feel her body, but whenever I touched her, my fingers stung as if bitten by an insect. I also entertained the idea of tasting her lips. But as soon as I conjured those images, I was repressed with boredom and disgust. My feelings for Asherah were fabricated, an attempt of bribery by my own biology. Instead, what I felt for the daft cow was a possessive, cruel disposition; unless that counted as Love in Aphrodite’s book, it was fair to say I had never experienced the sentiment.

And I did not regret it. What some people would consider a deficiency was, for me, an asset. After everything I had seen during my fourteen years on the island, I doubted that my heart would ever suffer from that malady. The islanders said Love was irresistible; not a matter of choice but of submission. They were weak. Love was a choice; a lapse of judgment that went against life. And I chose to close my heart.

[image: ]

How many days passed in that slow, monotonous death? I rowed until my arms went limp with exhaustion, then abandoned the boat to the flow of the ocean, so that Poseidon could devour me with a wave or dash me against a rock. Maybe send me to Scylla’s tentacles or Charybdis’ thousand-toothed mouth. Either of them would be a formidable release from this subsistence.

No waves or monsters claimed me. The God of the Seas seemed to have acquired an appreciation for his new doll. What if I swore at the seas like that ratbag, Odysseus?

I touched my cheek, stiff under a layer of dried blood. Beneath, a ragged line where the dagger had cut. I scratched at the scab until I tore it away. Blood oozed afresh, and I let it flow.

Gulls and flocks of migrating birds visited me. Ships in the distance looked like paper boats, smaller than my own. I bumped into an islet inhabited by a fish that died with its mouth open and its eyes bulging, probably the same state I would be found in. I thought I saw shadows in the water, circling my vessel; if they were real, they deemed me an unworthy meal.

Madeline had provided me with water, bread, and fruits; supplies that lasted four days. Hunger and thirst haunted me. I considered drinking from the ocean, but Tiberius’ lessons in Poseidon’s realm stopped me. I was so hungry my stomach went numb. My back slid on the hull until my twisted limbs hit the bottom of the boat. With no prospect of rescue, I watched the sempiternal darkness that occupied my entire field of view.

“What a corker idea to get rid of me, mother,” I said to the clouds, hoping Hermes would enjoy the bitterness in my message and deliver it to Beryl. Then it occurred to me that she might not be drawing breath any more. Well, Hermes could go into the Underworld.

What were the chances of a group being sent to hunt me down? I could still fight, I—the dagger was no longer with me, of course. Always making my life easier, Beryl. I could neither fight nor saw my neck. Spending time in the void would be a welcome distraction.

The rocking of the boat sometimes nauseated me, sometimes lulled me into a frantic sleep. My throat was raw after vomiting food, water, guts, and although I normally didn’t mind the rusty tang, now it asphyxiated me. I gargled with saltwater, to no avail.

Darkness hemmed in on me. It was so seductive... What harm was there in dying for a few days?

What kept me from surrendering was the moon. The best thing about the Island of Venus was lying on the beach at night, listening to the soothing chant of the waves, and contemplating the greatest celestial being in the visible cosmos. During full and new moons, I would secretly place offerings to Selene, hoping her carriage would cross the purple clouds and rescue me.

I was convinced there could be no clearer sky. I was wrong. There, in the middle of the ocean, the moon glowed with more energy, more majesty, than I had ever seen. Silver beams irradiated from the orb like long lashes. The moon was perceiving me; I was sure of it. As she tugged at the tides, she also tugged at my heart.

My body swayed along with the boat. I slept; I must have. Maybe I was dead after all, and the void was nowhere as bad as described by its victims; I just wish it didn’t stink so much of salt and rotten fish. But wasn’t the void supposed to be... well, nothingness?

Whatever the case, the moon never abandoned me. Whether my eyes remained defiantly open or retreated behind the eyelids, her image prevailed. It was not seared into my retina; it was gentler than that. She was keeping me from drowning; guiding me like a lighthouse in the middle of the dark, endless sea.

The boat halted with a thud.

A morose eye opened. Broad lime-green leaves blocked my already obstructed view. A palm tree... there were no palm trees in the middle of the ocean.

As if pulled by a crank, my back was hoicked up, snapping the bones along my spine. The boat was beached between two boulders scrubbed clean by the constant sea bath. Ahead, rocks in varying shades of blue and grey combined to structure a solid ground that stretched for a hundred feet before rising on a hill, like a small wave frozen in time. I crawled, cautious as a slug, fearing that any sudden movement would free the boat and cast me off again.

Halfway out of the vessel, I fell head-first into the very solid ground. Two teeth swam out of my mouth in a current of blood.

Red splotches tainted the pristine stones, snaking away like a thin river. My nose itched. I was sure I’d feel broken pieces and an even greater rush of pain if I touched it. My head pounded as if Hephaestus were hammering my skull, trying to shape it into something more valuable. When I tried to support myself on my arms, they shook so much that I had to lean on my elbows to avoid another encounter with the ground. It took me minutes before I clambered to my feet.

Where the hell was I? Haillikós, Sieniki, Aeaea, some uncharted piece of land hidden in the far reaches of the planet? I coerced my mangled legs forward, my knees quivering and squealing. I tottered across the land that had already demanded payment in blood for rescuing me. Jagged pebbles pierced my thin boots, scraped my feet. The soggy soil provided no relief. If the wind blew a tad stronger, it would carry me away.

“You are a warrior,” I recited. Gritting my teeth, I scrambled up the rocky hill in search of a better vantage point. “Warriors don’t give up. Warriors don’t—”

It took all the shreds of my willpower not to collapse down the hill. Miles of desert stretched out in front of me. Blue as the ocean, the prospect of wading across the endless ground studded with pointy stones offered no more hope than getting back into the boat and rowing somewhere, anywhere else.

Gathering saliva on the roof of my mouth before gulping it down, I set off marching.

As I hobbled the unforgiving path, I fixated my eyes on the horizon, not deviating even when the moonlight reflected on the stones. I emptied my mind. No prayers, no curses, no Gods. Survival was in my hands, and I closed my fists around it. Beryl sent me to my doom, but she forgot who I was. I would escape her death sentence.

No matter how long it took me.

My world turned redder with each step. My boots crumbled; the blood-encrusted soles of my feet lost sensibility. Scratched knees and elbows left lumpy footprints where I slipped. Blood continued dripping from my nose, from my lips so insistently bitten, and I believed that from my eyes as well.

The loss of blood made me dizzier, slower. I didn’t know how much blood there was in the human body, but I feared I had bled the equivalent of at least three adults. How did you know if you died and came back?

Roofs sprang up ahead, but my bushed brain processed the information only when I was already passing under the village entrance arch. Faces paled and screams sounded like macabre bells. A group of I don’t know how many people blocked my path. I couldn’t discern faces, intentions, or even if they were humans. I was so exhausted I didn’t care if they were going to kill me or what.

For some reason, the Fates kept showing a kind face. I should be grateful, but in truth, I wished to punch the Moirai in their ugly, gnarly faces. The Sisters were not altruistic; if they kept the thread of my life smooth, it was because the little blessings were piling up for a cataclysmic conclusion.

First, salt. Then, blood. Lastly, the smell of wet fur. All three smells obstructed my breathing. My back lay on soft ground. A quick investigation with my fingertips showed that it was made of the same fur that offended my senses. A canine howled for a prolonged time; whether it was a dog or a wolf, I did not know.

What kind of lair had I got myself into? The door opened, and a burst of greenish-blue light blinded me. My limbs stiffened, anchored to the stinky mattress.

“You needn’t be afraid,” a deep, guttural voice said. The voice of a bear.

Outraged at the assumption, my eyelids fluttered open. I strained to sit up, hearing numerous cracks of protest across my body. The woman was tall and chunky, a brown cloak covering her gargantuan arms. Her features had been carved from a block of stone, her rocky complexion able to withstand the most impetuous tidal waves.

“I’m not afraid.” I’m a warrior, I bit my tongue. My appearance should not be quite worthy of a warrior. Compared to that colossus, I’d be a toff asking to be crushed.

The woman roared. It took me a moment to realise she was laughing. Oh, the gall! She pulled a chair close to the bed. My fine clothes—which were rags the last time I saw them—had been replaced by maroon tunic and trousers that prickled. My face was numb, but the bleeding had stopped.

Grunting, the bear offered me a bowl with a thick, smoky broth inside. “You must eat, little monkey.”

Little monkey?! I wanted to protest, jump out of the bed and flee. But my stomach ached; how many days had passed since I last ate? The perfume of lamb mixed with herbs was too much! I kicked my pride aside and snatched the bowl from the woman’s hand, devouring the broth in greedy spoonfuls. It burned my tongue, but I didn’t slow down. The steamy vapour wrapped my shivering body in a cosy blanket. Ice crystals hanging from my bones melted.

“Want to tell me what happened to you?” she asked after I finished the broth. My lips greased, I tried to gather the remaining drops into one last spoonful.

“I don’t have any coins.”

“Unless you were hiding them under your skin, I figured you wouldn’t.” She crossed the logs that were her arms over her equally muscular chest. “You are not the first to be shipwrecked in these parts, and I fear Poseidon will not let you be the last.”

Shipwreck. The word brought back recent memories: the sly attack on the Island of Venus, my enforced escape, the rocking of the sea, the moon, the stones. My feet were covered in bandages.

“Where... where is here?” I asked.

“My home. The Turquoise Village.”

“I mean... what continent?”

The bear examined me, pondering whether to break the news to me or not. Resolving that I would not break apart again, she said, “Haillikós.”


For Me neither the Honey nor the Bee

Haillikós. The greatest, most renowned of empires, residence of magnanimous kings and queens, land of colossal fortresses and impenetrable castles and, best of all, home to free and fabulous warriors!

After convincing myself I wouldn’t be chucked into the dinner cauldron, I risked getting out of bed. As soon as I landed on my feet, a lancinating wave crashed on me, knocking me down without air in my lungs. Luckily, the floor was cushioned. Still, the world spun. My right eye blinked uncontrollably. My ears were clogged with saltwater. The door opened. Drawn in by my scream, the bear shook her head, lifting me up as if I were a broken doll and placing me back on the bed.

“Am I a prisoner?” I snapped.

“Only of your own body.” She crossed her arms over her chest, a gesture that always made me feel small. “When you arrived, your feet were raw, and you had dozens of pebbles stuck in your flesh like glass. We removed them.”

Staring at my bandaged feet, it was hard to imagine their skin peeling off, showing the raw, red flesh beneath. More than anything, I was thankful for the beauty of regeneration. Without it, I would never walk again. Without it, I probably would have died before reaching adolescence. How could people give it up for something as meaningless as Love?

Next morning, I tried again. A podgy man whose neck was fused to his chest introduced himself as Edernig, the village doctor, and offered to help me. Unwilling to risk bashing my skull again, I used his arm as a crutch.

Touching the tip of my toes to the floor sparked my sensitivity to life. Taking deep breaths, I leaned in, giving time for my feet to adapt to my weight. A gasp escaped from my clenched teeth. It was like stepping on needles! It didn’t exactly hurt, but that stinging sensation was maddening.

To get out of there, I had to overcome my injuries. So, I kept walking at a slug’s pace, envisioning a future where I would run free as a tigress, jump over puddles, visit fantastic places, maybe even meet a God!

Determination rewarded me. In the next days, the needles disappeared; walking became a natural and pleasurable activity again. Edernig removed the bandages and decreed that my condition was “satisfactory.” I wasn’t so confident. Though there were no vestiges of the wounds, my ankles were a bit crooked, my feet bending inwards as I walked. I couldn’t be permanently damaged. Right?

To complete my reformed wardrobe, Tréphina—the bear woman—handed me a pair of thick-soled leather sandals. For the first time, I ventured beyond the cabin’s wooden walls.

Not that there was much to do or see around the Turquoise Village, a fancy name for a crude place. It should’ve been Emerald Village, for it was surrounded by so many trees that the scant light coming off the sky took on a greenish tint. A strip of log cabins stretched left and right, all the same size and dullness.

Pigs, wild boars, sheep, and even a jaguar shared the land with the humans. Small squares of cultivable land separated the houses, and they didn’t seem to have one single owner. As people passed each other, they shouted names as strange as the ones of my caretakers. Upon spotting me, their reactions ranged from confusion to total blankness. Those people had the constitution of warriors, but their weapons were shovels, rakes, and shears. Not my kind.

As soon as I announced my intention to leave, Edernig offered me a basket of fruit and bread, plus a bottle of medicinal herbs. Tréphina escorted me for two miles before dirt roads emerged. She pointed out some routes and where they would take me. Without a map, and with the roads being so confusing as if worms had burrowed various holes to confound travellers, her directions soon lost their usefulness.

For four days, I had been bedridden, my healing made slower by the abstinence from blood receptacles. Adding that to the many days I spent drifting out, what were the chances that the Island of Venus still existed? Most likely, everyone was dead, on the bottom of the sea, or taken as captives, and the place looted. The victorious soldiers would celebrate by cannonballing the island, the ocean swallowing up land, buildings, and corpses until it all turned to foam. And you know what? It wasn’t such a terrible spectacle.

It was liberating.

Beryl never encouraged me to study foreign cultures, but with the distinct characters that moored on the island, it was impossible to remain ignorant. Even more for a noblewoman with plenty of free time to snoop around. I discovered that many travellers, vagabonds and bandits among them, had immigrated and, from their bitter ashes, built a new life in Haillikós. The empire where ideals and ambitions gained new strength, the impossible became possible!

It was with those thoughts that I, another of the lost daughters of the Creator, ventured into the continent. A fifteen-year-old girl without a compass, coins, or sword. Armed only with the desire to become who she knew herself to be in her heart. My ideals were all I truly ever had.

Through Tréphina, I found out I landed in the Tiara, the first of the two northern regions. In what was becoming a frustrating trend, the sumptuous name translated poorly to reality.

Fishing villages dotted the coastline, their fishy smell an offence to my hard-earned freedom. The coastline looked pretty from afar, but I never approached its sandy beaches and narrow harbours. Small settlements with dodgy-looking merchants hurried my footsteps. For days, I didn’t see the mansions or the stately houses adored by the wealthy countryfolk. Moorland stretched for miles, fields as big as the whole Island of Venus. Seeing so many heathers together brought back grim memories of Allyra preparing awful teas with them to “ignite my passion.” I swallowed the past up with the help of bilberries.

Amidst the greenery, ruins of keeps and temples of bygone faiths. I wondered if there was still someone alive from the early post-Vengeance years who remembered what those wrecks had been; maybe held an affectionate memory of them. Three thousand and one hundred years. The blink of an eye for Gods, but for the lesser immortals?

A more important question: should I continue north or head south?

Stories depicted the Crown as a splendid place, maker of renowned soldiers, and a prime example of the noble caste. As comfortable as palaces were, I hadn’t left one to cloister myself in another. And although my goal was to become a warrior, donning the shackles of an imperial army was the opposite of my aspirations.

Various accounts, some contradictory, some fantastic, the marvellous and the grotesque pancaked between them, inspired me to imagine the south as a patchwork quilt ending in a dark and depreciated hemline—the Tunic. I didn’t plan on going that far. The Sceptre? Boring. I could go to the Orb. Legends spoke of the world’s last fire-breathing dragons nesting in the region’s treacherous hills and forests. Even a Sienikian army would be nothing if I had a dragon! But I doubted the fierce beasts truly existed. That would leave me with the Belt.

Irreverent was how one of the islanders described the immense region. Governed by an eccentric Council, the Belt was home to savages and nobles, sages and brutes, artists and assassins. Temples for every Olympian and minor Gods adorned the vast streets. I could plead to Artemis, Apollo, Hera; whoever offered the best pact. Not Aphrodite, though.

If I wanted to prosper anywhere, the Belt was the perfect start. I nailed the image of the region and its countless possibilities in my mind. My conviction was ironclad!

And it was that which kept me alive in the year that followed.

When they enthuse about the miracles that gift ill-starred souls with heroic purposes, they forget to mention the obstacles along the way. Did the woodcutter’s daughter, before earning her post in a castle, have to crawl through the mud? Did the abandoned baby who grew up to become one of the king’s protectors have to eat swill? They tell with pride of Heracles’ labours and of Odysseus’ journey home hampered by one misadventure after another. But those were heroes, offspring of the Gods who were born to immortalise their names and their epic deeds. I was a mere mortal seeking to claim a share of the world for myself.

In my first weeks alone, I had a bloody mare. My belly saw little food. Streets of stone ruined my sandals. The villages on the way were not as hospitable as Turquoise, leaving me to sleep on the streets without mercy. The cold bit my bare skin and pierced my tunic as if it were made of paper. I knew how to make a fire, but without proper stones, the work took much longer, the wind constantly defeated my sparks, and I often gave up.

Farms started to expand in size. Owners of medium and large-sized properties always needed an extra hand to fix something, saw and nail wood to build boxes, milk the cows, shear the sheep, clean the horses, harvest and sow. Their lands provided me with some bronze coins, but I realised they gave me less work and fewer coins because I was a “little girl.”

As soon as I discovered the ruse, I trimmed the ends of my hair—nothing but the ends, and that cost me dearly!—, hid the rest under a straw hat, coarsened my voice, wore large shirts above my bound chest, and presented myself as a boy.

I never earned gold like skilled workers, but I collected a few sparkling silver coins. Next to my pile of bronze chips, they bought me warmer, more durable clothes, and appeased my belly. On colder nights, I’d rent a room, but away from Tiberius’ overbearing gaze, I could fulfil an old dream of mine: to sleep under the moon, the grass as my mattress, birds as my nannies. It would be perfect if not for the Constellation of Vengeance prickling me in a way it had never done on the island.

The moon wasn’t as bright on the continent; still, every night I searched for her. I put my hand over my chest, feeling that strange but soothing stirring. People lamented the loss of the sun’s presence, forgetting to appreciate his sister. Before I arrived at the Belt, I decided which divinity I would serve.

“I will honour you, Moon. I will become a Moon Warrior.”

Every so often, I encountered warriors and their apprentices. My heart leapt when I came across a girl training with a woman in full armour. I hugged a lamppost to keep myself from kneeling in front of them and begging for a place in their company if only to clean and polish that ravishing, enamelled armour. Until I stole the girl’s position, of course.

Even her stance was wrong; she held the sword as if it were a bloody magic wand! I was blind to what the warrior saw in the witch bastard. Why were the most incompetent creatures the most privileged? I was a princess—of a forbidden and possibly extinct kingdom, but still—, but I never languished behind the castle’s walls; I always fought for what I wanted! Until Beryl ordered me to stop, the fucking drongo. My wills should be better attended to. It’s not as if I demanded much. I just wanted a sword. And maybe a real warrior who would see my value.

I watched them for several hours until the temperature dropped, and they departed, one leaning on the other. I followed in the opposite direction with my icy shadow for company.

[image: ]

Fair Field was the first major city I encountered. Green and yellow watermelons surrounded the gates. Brick houses were scattered throughout cobblestone streets, cow dung replaced by that of horses. Shops announced their business with steel plaques or emblematic objects hanging from their door. A bloody dead rat dangled from a cheese shop; funny how morbid people were also the most creative.

The comforts and extravagances of city life were not for working folks like me. In that transition from the rural to the urbane, the only difference was in the greater variety of tasks I could enlist in. The volcanic atmosphere of forges, the shuttling of merchandise between one shop and the other, the sneezing caused by shoe polish, the delicacy of wiping glass, the misery of watching over rowdy children. My labours continued to suck the life out of me in exchange for a pittance.

But there were gigs that paid more. Handsomely more.

I discovered them by accident one afternoon when I was counting coins in front of the shop windows I had spent the last two hours cleaning. This girl approached, surveying the items for sale. I moved to give her space when a hand leapt for my wrist.

Through the polished glass, I found her coarse features staring back at me. She answered my indignant expression by caressing my hand with fingers as calloused as mine. Watching anger dissolving from my face—as a matter of astonishment rather than pleasure—, the girl moved away in slow steps that begged to be followed. In my palm, I found a silver coin. If she had a treasure chest, I needed to find out.

The girl snaked her way through a cluster of houses, arriving at an alley shrouded by a roof that crossed the street, enveloping two houses. No light seeped into the recess. She propped herself against the wall, staring at her dirty boots. I approached, gripping the coin like I had gripped the handle of the rusted dagger. Fast hands seized my hat. Before I could consider the possibility that she had lured me into a trap, she ushered my mouth under her skirt.

For a moment, I was lost inside that frowsty cavern. Then the woman shook my head again, jolting atavic instincts to life. I licked and bit. Her legs tightened around my head, crushing my already dazzled brain. She stole one of my arms and guided it inside her skirt, shoving my finger inside her. A moan burst from the girl’s throat, and after all the secrecy, she made no effort to stifle it.

The more I squirmed, the more her nails dug into my scalp. My tongue burned against her hot cunt. I could barely breathe, and the air available was humid and gross. The girl didn’t allow me to pull away until her whole body trembled so much, I feared she would crumble down on me. Released from the carnal shackles, I fell on my arse. My throat was dry as if I had eaten sand. I tried to cough but couldn’t.

The girl stared into empty space with milky eyes, her body rigid. A minute later, she smoothed her skirt, threw a coin on the ground, and started to run away.

Desire flared within me, and before I realised what I was doing, I caught the girl’s leg, toppling her. I climbed on top of her, pining her arms with my knees. Closed my fists so tightly my joints screamed for mercy. Then, I punched her terrified mug. Once, twice, three times... I punched until her fear dissolved into a pasty nothingness. My hand was ruined, but not as beautifully as her skull.

Pain found me next. I tipped my head back and locked eyes with Aphrodite, relishing on the sensation. The girl got her release. It was just fair that I got mine too.

When I got back to myself, I searched for the coin. A golden relic blinked at me.   Fascinated as I was, I wouldn’t smear that precious thing. I washed my hand on the girl’s blood, then uncorked my canteen, intending for a long gulp. But when the water entered my mouth, it was tainted by the girl’s sickening pleasure. I managed to turn away from the coin before spewing up my lunch on the pavement.

Empty-bellied, I tried the water again. Swallowing was painful, but at least there were no longer traces of the girl.

Cleaning myself as much as the circumstances allowed, I retrieved my hard-earned coin. Repugnant—that was the best word to describe the exchange. There was a void inside me. Not a painful emptiness that yearns to be filled, but an emptiness that belongs to nature, that understands the futility of romance. Love, more than ever, showed itself as a sham.

Instead of embarking on a fruitless quest to find Love, I resolved to use its popular facet in my favour. When Tiberius told me that Love had been banished from the continents, I didn’t expect to find so many public displays of libido. But as my clients proved, debauchery had nothing to do with the affections cultivated on the Island of Venus. Sensuality was a completely different beast.

Now that my eyes were opened to the inner workings of civilisation, it was easy to spot other boys and men—for the most part, I continued to pass myself off as a boy—making a living as escorts. Although I limited myself to female money, men from every slice of society proved equally prone to promiscuity.

It wasn’t limited to the gigolos. Pickpockets, drunkards, pirates—the human flotsam of the cities was as important to the maintenance of society as blacksmiths, millers, armies. They never bothered me. They recognised me as one of them; some even saluted me with a nod, acknowledging my existence with more deference than the people I once called “mine.”

I was damn good at my job. If Aphrodite was watching, she would be proud. However, I never felt an ounce of pleasure; not a slight tickle between my legs. Uninterested in my client’s games and neediness, I brought them to climax quickly, took my coins, and left. They never touched me. Some tried. Those lost a hand or a tongue before I sent them to The Void. I took my time with the innocent ones as well, stabbing here and there to study which parts hurt the most. The knife I stole from a farmer wasn’t a proper weapon, but it cut all right.

Going from pussy to pussy, I ate for over a month without skipping any meals. After three months, I abandoned my station as a pleasure-giver and started on the path to becoming a warrior: at last, I bought myself a weapon!

It wasn’t the magnificent sword I dreamed of, just an old, six-inch dagger, but infinitely better than anything I had ever owned. And I took care of it as if it were a child. For an hour or more after work, I’d slash, stab, punch, cleave; all the exhaustion from the day evaporated; my blood pulsed stronger and more jubilant in my veins. I felt alive, alive!

The air never complained about being my training companion, but when the opportunity arose, I practised on wheat or sandbags. Seeing the contents oozing out of the leather throats was wonderful; gave me hope for a better, bloodier future.

I cut myself a few times, I admit it. Beryl’s curse, most certainly. One day, I opened a nasty gash on my arm and feared it would fall off. Blood erupted from the wound as if from a volcano, painting the grass like the scene of a slaughter. I stuffed my hair into my mouth to muffle screams. I deeply regretted it later since it marred my silver threads, and it was nightmarish to cleanse them. It took two days for the wound to heal, and once it did, I went back to the battlefield, fighting ghosts: Tiberius denying my requests to join the army, Milos claiming I didn’t need to know how to fight because he would protect me; Beryl prophesying the fall of our people and my role in raising them from the ashes.

How did she even expect me to accomplish the task? “Oy, are you in Love? Follow me, I have a place where you and your Twin will be safe!” Upon hearing those words, most would report me to the nearest authorities, and it wouldn’t be long before a Priestess’ blade found its way to my heart.

Some of them crossed my path. Haillikós was the adoptive land of the Order of Aphrodite, but I only started seeing her servants when I lived in the big cities. On the island, I never feared them and even bullied the coward brats into poking the chained beasts. But here, free and wild, I dared not approach the figures shrouded in purple aura, merging into the scarlet penumbra as if they were vengeful souls sent by Death. Perhaps they were, except that the reaper’s name was Aphrodite.

I was reminded I had a heart on the frightful occasions when a Priestess caught my eye. One second of contact was enough to break my ribcage into sharp hunks. What was the extent of their Heart Magic? I asked my parents, but they never gave me details; the prisoners I interrogated weren’t any more responsive. They could hear my heartbeats from miles, but could they interpret the sounds? How much of a whistle-blower was this organ in my chest?

And if they could, what difference would it make? The Island of Venus was obliterated, and with it all the legacy my parents so highly praised. When they put me on the boat and pushed me into the ocean, they banned me from the family. Tiberius and Beryl denied my right to fight. They denied me.

The islanders were forced to put up with the monarchs’ daughter, but I no longer needed to pretend I cared about being part of the flock. They were all dead, floating in the ocean like the bags of dung I piled up on the farms, and unlike me, they could not return to precious life.

“May every last one of them drowns!” I realised I was shouting when the echo brought the curse back to me.

I was alone in the world. The epiphany lifted a giant weight from my soul. I didn’t know what my future held, but I would build one by myself instead of going down roads bodged together for me. Am I forbidden from fighting? Ridiculous! Do I have to find Love? I want to see them make me! I was invigorated, full of purpose, exultant!

Until I wasn’t any more.

It was almost two years since my arrival in Haillikós. My original plan of reaching the Belt was delayed; the contours of the Tiara, away from the imposing castles, were perfect for my purposes. After my season exploring human lewdness, I secured a relatively stable job in a sewing group. Admitting women of all ages, they had no problem in welcoming a seventeen-year-old girl with little experience; on the contrary, they celebrated the help of nimble hands. At least one thing out of all the crap Beryl taught me proved useful. Despite my lack of practice and little patience, I was skilled. I was so surprised at my own dexterity that I hamstrung my fingers, scared to anger Athena and get turned into a spider.

By day, I was a delicate seamstress. By night, I evolved into a fierce warrior. I trained with my dagger and watched fighting competitions of the most diverse kind, from pub brawls to arena duels that ended with the death of one of the contenders. I wagered and cheered. Above all, I observed, absorbing what I could from their techniques (or lack thereof). Before going to bed, I practised more. After a couple of weeks, I developed a style that suited me. Quick stabs, kicks, heaps of hopping about; agility and precision were my keywords. Once I mastered it, no one would catch me. In the future, they would call me Ishana Phoebe, leader of an invincible clan of warriors!

My studies proved crucial one night during a deliciously gory match. A spectacle of punches and kicks ended with an ear being chomped off and an eyeball smashed. I was cheering and laughing, a little below the stands where other spectators booed and clapped, when a soldier approached, asking what a little girl was doing in the middle of those primitive people. I told him to go eat a dick.

He grabbed my arm like he owned me. I didn’t even think. I unleashed the dagger and, remembering my missed opportunity back at the island, thrust it in the gap between his helmet and breastplate.

Cheers from the audience. The soldier fell to his knees, helpless fingers trying to free his neck from the dagger. His chest heaved with strangled gasps. Above us, the public roared, applauded in an insane wave of joy. I wrapped my hand around the hilt, and with a victorious tug, retrieved the blade.

Blood spurted, pouring into my chest. I opened my arms, moonlight tinting the scarlet fountain with its silver breath. The audience punched the seats, hurrahed. I convulsed with laughter, my pores absorbing the life that gushed from the soldier.

Before it dried, another, firmer grip captured me. I raised the dagger, but my opponent was prepared and slammed the weapon out of my hand, forcing me to look at him.

Under the starlight, my eyes almost popped out of their orbs. “Karl?!”

“We must get out of here,” the ghost said.

I stretched my arm, desperate for the dagger, but my captor dragged me away and I, plagued by a myriad of possibilities that were impossible until seconds ago, didn’t offer much resistance.

If Karl, captain of the defence force, the one who would never leave the island while his masters were in peril, was alive and well, then that meant... This time, the tears came.

Karl only stopped when we could no longer hear the bray of the audience. He ushered me into a one-room house. My incredulous body slumped into a chair. The belligerent shadow loomed over me, but I did not look up. Despite the vital force I had soaked in minutes ago, I was anaemic. For minutes, Karl didn’t speak either, perhaps expecting me to grate on him with questions. To thank him for rescuing me. The only sound was me scratching at my blood-soaked fingernails.

He lit a candle, which somehow deepened the shadows. Darkness surrounded Karl like a mantle.

“Intuition told me I could find you in a place like that,” he chided me harsher than he would have dared back on the island. “At least you were not inside the arena.” I tried to sign up. They would not allow me. “Have you nothing to say?”

I swallowed hard. “The island?”

When I gathered the courage to look up at him, I flinched. Hollow eyes, sunken cheeks, skin overstretched on his skull. I once joked that if Karl’s heart stopped beating, he would keep going out of sheer stubbornness until his flesh disintegrated and his bones crumbled. He seemed to be halfway through the process, and it was not funny any more.

Karl pointed his chin up, discoursing as if for a whole sect. “Many have sacrificed their lives for our survival. We burned their bodies and spread their ashes with all the honours they deserve. Our people shall never forget the Creator’s gifts. Lift the burden from your heart, Princess. Your family lives!”

He pulled something out of his pocket. A pendant. Forcing myself to pick it up, A recent portrait of my parents and my brother, painted in light colours that accentuated their distinct hair and sunny skin. They lived. The Island of Venus lived.

The pendant trembled in my palm. I wanted to smash it in my fist, stomp on it until every little piece was ground to dust. But something in Karl’s gaze paralysed me.

“You still remember who you are, right, Princess?” He continued as though my answer didn’t matter. “Good. As I informed you, we suffered significant losses. Our receptacles have been emptied. We will need your support for our people to prevail. Your brother left for Soliakó and returned with a Hunter. The Prince did his best, but a Hunter is no more than a bandage to a severed arm. This kingdom is the Priestesses’ second-largest nest, it should not be difficult. We must begin our preparations at once. Do you hear me, Princess? Ishana?”

I raised my eyes, struggling to see the man in front of me as real. I prayed silently that he would evaporate like my other nightmares. But he did not evaporate and was still waiting for an answer.

“Can you do me a favour first?” Karl arched a bushy eyebrow, but nodded for me to continue. “Kill me and throw my heart into the ocean. Please.”


Look Like the Innocent Flower

Karl killed me, but not the way I requested. He preferred to methodically flay me alive, layer by layer.

The dagger was the first to leave me, without even a chance of saying goodbye. Then the job I learned to appreciate. I stashed some of my most valuable coins in my shoes and inside my clothes; my barbaric guardian confiscated the rest.

I often pondered whether I’d have managed to escape that night. Looking back, I remembered opportunities when Karl’s attention had been away from me, and even if he saw me gapping it, I was faster and I bet I knew the town better than him. But the wings of opportunity flew away, leaving me with a grey feather.

“Your father trusted me as your protector,” he said.

Protection included keeping me locked inside the house like a delicate flower who couldn’t even stand the heat of the sun’s rays.

“If someone attacks, you’ll defend me,” I said once.

“If they attack in a group, or worse, if some of those divine sycophants ambush us, not even the soldier with the greatest heart will succeed in defending you, Princess.”

“I thought you were the best soldier in the world.”

Karl didn’t rise to the baits, nor did he waste much saliva answering my genuine questions. He reduced my existence strictly to his duty as a bodyguard. Until he had to draw his sword to represent me, he preferred to pretend I was invisible. If he had the audacity, he would put me in handcuffs, gag me, and lock me in a cell.

Others had followed the captain to Haillikós. Three lackeys of no importance and Nasia, one of the witches under Beryl’s command and surely the bitch who tracked me down. Karl wrote a letter and entrusted Nasia with delivering it. I didn’t see the content, but from his creased forehead, I inferred he was telling the wonderful news of my survival and the state in which he found me.

Nasia built a fire around aquamarine crystals, mixed some herbs, spread the doughy substance on the letter, and held the paper over the fire. Sparks inflamed its tips, burning the ink, tingeing the fire black. I wouldn’t know how to reproduce the spell, but I knew the result. On the Island of Venus, another witch, perhaps Beryl herself, would be vigilant. Her hearth would awake with a sudden spark, and in the logs, she would read the words sent from an ocean away.

“We must train you,” Karl said. For a second, my eyes glittered. Then the light died out in the cavernous orbs of my instructor. No weapons, hand-to-hand combat, or self-defence techniques. Karl’s training was to help me remember how to behave like a noblewoman. “Your mother shall tutor you in her ways, Princess. We all have a duty to fulfil if we are to preserve our lovely world.”

If his goal was to motivate me, he did precisely the opposite. I did not want to become a witch, cowardly casting spells while warriors faced the danger head-on. I looked outside the tiny window. From there, I could not see the moon.

“Prince Milos seduced a Hunter to our island,” Karl said, his cheeks becoming even thinner on his narrow face. “His actions contributed to the recovery of our people, but it was shameful, nonetheless. We need another strategy.” He pretended to think, but I knew the knobhead already had the whole plan formed. “We shall hire a Priestess to take you safely to the island. A rescue mission to reunite the lost daughter with her family. Fifty thousand gold coins as the reward for escorting you and ignoring your parents’ sacred Love.”

“Why do we even need to mention them?”

Karl held up his open hands as if holding two treasures. “Greed and curiosity. Two major weaknesses. Do not deceive yourself like they do, Princess. They are tasked to find Love and kill it, but their desire is to embrace Love. To find Love is the quest our Supreme Goddess gave every emotional being. That, combined with the adrenaline of the journey, will make their heart healthier. In the end, it will not matter that they know about your parents. They will never leave the island.”

And nobody, not even Aphrodite’s vulturous, blood-sucker whores, liked a “truculent, impetuous girl,” according to All-Knowing Karl. For the mission to be an absolute success, we would need to refine my behaviour.

Every time I cursed or raised my voice to “squeal like an eagle instead of sing like a nightingale,” a needle prodded my brain, courtesy of Nasia’s magic. Bloody witches. Karl made me sing opera and read aloud excerpts from novels written by islanders whose stories embodied my parents’ dogmas—I always hated them, and after having heard incredible pub tales, I concluded we had no worthwhile poets among us.

Judging my aspect as rough as my voice, Karl stretched and squeezed the skin on my face, trying to sculpt a bust I knew didn’t exist within my biological confines. He forced me to soften my countenance, abandoning the frown, the mouth twitches, and the eyelids half-closed in derision.

“You’re much better at it than I am. Maybe you should play the role of damsel in distress.”

Karl drew his sword, and I swore my head would roll. However, he flashed the glowing blade in front of me, ordering me to repeat the facial exercises while looking in the improvised mirror. What were the chances I could steal the sword and shove it into his stomach? Minimal.

Next, he found an issue with my “ungainly stride.” As a result of passing myself off as a boy and running elbows with them, I adopted their sloppy, comfortable gait. That wasn’t useful only for my disguise, but also put less of a strain on my feet. They had healed; my steps weren’t crooked any more, and I could walk for miles without being too bothered by them. But my feet were always the first to complain and the last to recover. Whenever I insisted on wandering for too long, I could sense my bones bending inwards, making me look like a pigeon.

Nasia and Karl teamed up to instruct me on the short, stiff stride of the coy young women from the nobler parts of the Tiara. Every yawn was an incentive for Karl to increase class time.

“Look at that castle,” he once said. We were sitting in a clearing after a test of my manners in the outside world. He had unfolded a towel, making me sit on my knees and gracefully swing my legs out to one side. Fuck, that was uncomfortable. The view was choice, though. Behind a group of trees and beyond a lake, there was a grey castle built of gritstone and ashlar with bright windows that seemed made of sand. It looked more like a bigger house than a proper castle. I wouldn’t mind living in such a place. “Keep in mind that, if you do everything as we planned, you shall soon live like them, but better, for you shall be surrounded by Love.”

And just like that, Karl ruined my dreams.

After three months of refinement, Karl was still unsatisfied. Alas, the day had come. He contacted a Priestess and showed her the contract, leaving out the precise coordinates to the island, which were guarded with me until the moment I needed to reveal them. The Priestess’ blue eyes widened, red filling her irises. She curtsied and spoke reverently. The daft cow was putty in his hands. Karl allowed himself a fraction of an almost imperceptible smile.

When she saw me, she approached as if I were a domesticated cat. Her blonde hair looked like a ball of dirty cotton stuck together with wax and scattered around a plump head. Her dark-blue eyes reminded me of the ocean, contributing to my irrevocable dislike of my new guardian.

“Oh, she is lovely!” The insolent creature stared at me but talked to Karl. “My name is Chanté Eustephanos.” Richly Crowned? What a fucking joke. “I promise I will keep her safe throughout our journey.”

Glancing at Karl, who in return was watching me, frowned eyebrows bracing for disappointment, I forced myself to reply, “I am grateful, Chanté. I have no doubt that you will accomplish your mission.”

Karl gave us permission to leave, wishing for us to meet again soon. When no one could see, I rolled my eyes.

Upon arriving in Haillikós, an undefinable fear of Priestesses had struck me. After meeting Chanté, my phobia turned to scorn.

“How many years have you been a Priestess?” I asked. Befriending my guardian was one of Karl’s instructions. Aphrodite’s servants were morbid, but if they felt attached to me, at least a little, the chances of success would be greater, and their blood would be preserved from malice until the snare closed around their necks.

“I assure you that I am experienced for this mission, miss.” Karl advised against calling me princess or making any other reference to my nobility.

“Do you know many sorcery tricks?”

“I have the proper tools to escort you, miss.”

Chanté was an expert in deflecting my questions, punctuating her guarded answers with an affected smile. When I asked if she carried any wine in her oversized bag, her dolled-up face contorted before she could mask her shock. It became obvious why Karl had chosen her.

The month I stayed with Chanté was my worst episode since the angst of the ocean. Sometimes, even that time seemed fun in comparison. In thirty days, we could’ve crossed the rest of the country to the Crown or gone down to the Tunic more than once. Chanté, however, was a lazy sod who drew her campy rapier at the slightest sign of a mosquito, fearing the insect would crack my skin open and ruin the reward.

In all that time, we didn’t leave the Tiara. Some bustling in the capital had cornered Chanté and made us walk in circles. We spent two fucking days in a stinking, rowdy tavern because of a drizzle! Three more days in a boarding house because my thoughtful guardian deemed the weather too hot for walking. Our meals were bread, fruit, and water; sugar could clog my veins, too much salt would make my heart accelerate, and wine? Not a chance; I shouldn’t be let anywhere near temptation.

Employing my innocent girl’s voice to torture her with indecent questions became my pastime. She wouldn’t go back to complain with Karl, and he couldn’t hear me, so I shredded my good manners. I asked her about her blood-drinking preferences, her chosen methods to pacify, how she wished to die, how many of her sisters she had fucked with, and if she wanted me to fuck her.

Chanté never answered, only blushed like a rotten tomato. And probably begged Aphrodite to rescue her from the dead-end she’d got herself into.

“Do you have a plan to take me to the island?” I asked one day as Chanté soaked herself in what she wanted me to think was water, but the acid smell denounced as whiskey. She was looking out at the ocean, wearing her purple coat like a blanket.

“I do not want you to worry, miss. You must sleep. Tomorrow, everything will be all right.”

“Meaning you don’t have one,” I scoffed. “Why don’t you admit you’re a pie-eyed, wishy-washy dead loss?”

Chanté’s eyes glistened in the dark room. Her smile wavered, ghost-like, before she tucked her head inside the blanket. The next morning, she had run away.

My relief was short-lived. Getting rid of Chanté wasn’t the end of my troubles. Karl was still in the Tiara; he would remain on the mainland until a letter notified him of my arrival on the island and the Priestess’ capture. He might have waited two months before worrying that it was taking too long. But there was a problem: Chanté had broken the contract. How long until her blood dissolved the parchment?

I cogitated running away and joining the pirates. Explore the continents in a magnanimous ship, plunder the riches, lead a life with no rules. An excellent plan... except the idea of entering a ship terrified me. Living in one? Impossible!

Two weeks passed in that dilemma. Then, the Moirai solved it by throwing Karl in front of me.

“What happened? Where’s your Priestess? The contract broke!” he snarled.

I shrugged. “She gave up.”

“What have you done?”

“What have I—?” Revolt caught in my throat. “You are the incompetent who hired a whore instead of a warrior!”

Insubordination earned me a few days in a cell. I could hardly believe when the steel bars locked behind me. I punched them until my knuckles bled, screaming that he couldn’t do that to me. Apparently, he could. None of Beryl’s and Tiberius’ servants showed any compassion for their princess. Martha was the name of one of the other two soldiers, I remembered. But when I called her, she pretended not to hear.

Three weeks later, the self-proclaimed leader of our gang judged it wise to move to the Belt, where we would hide in its size and diversity. As we walked, the three soldiers formed a phalanx around me. Nadia tugged me with an invisible leash. I never socialised with Karl on the island, but I soon realised that he was harder to fool than my parents.

Every time I was forming an escape plan, Karl interrupted my train of thought, looking at me as if devising a counter-attack. An old gossip on the island said that Karl had been a Grey Eye before changing Athena’s mantle for my parents’. Whether that was true or not, not a day passed without me wishing I could gorge his eyes out.

Nasia spoke to me, but never to have a yarn. She pointed at the trees and the animals and the rocks, explaining their magical properties, the dangers of misusing their energies, how the same ingredients could be used for cure or injury. Despite my previous disinterest in witchcraft, I absorbed Nasia’s teachings. Tried different concoctions in my head. Imagined how I could apply them against my enemies.

The Belt was even bigger than I imagined. It was impossible to accommodate the region’s richness in the space of one’s mind. Voices rang out in a dazzling mixture of languages and accents. Strange garments gave me glimpses of undiscovered cultures. Restaurants as big as mansions breathed unfamiliar and stimulating scents. Shop windows displayed exotic collections of artefacts: hydrias from Ellada; a block of a rose-coloured stone; discs carved with pictures of the cosmos; bronze, silver, and golden jewellery; and objects too abstract to recognise. Statues larger than any mortal adorned the front of temples honouring the Gods of Olympus.

It was the first time I saw the Olympians. Except for Aphrodite, the island had no physical depictions of the Gods, despite many praying for Poseidon’s mercy and Hestia’s warmth. I always imagined Poseidon with a giant shark’s tail instead of human feet. But apparently, he was a bearded, grouchy, mundane bloke. I thought Zeus would be more... imposing. Sure, he lost his prestige as the God of the Gods, but even his infamous thunderbolt looked thin. Hera, unlike her husband, stood in regal splendour with the cape floating on her back like the spread feathers of a peacock. Ares, with the boar helmet covering his face, looked like the beast I always knew he was. One of the coolest Gods; the Olympians were so unfair to him.

I spotted a dozen or more Pantheonic Warriors patrolling the streets, wearing grey armour with red engravings. I couldn’t place their allegiance until the crowd parted enough for me to identify the symbol on their plate armour: the Scales of Justice with a sword lying atop the plates. Swords of Justice. Tiberius had told me about them, of how he and Beryl had almost been caught many times by the servants of Themis and Nemesis.

Most impressive, however, were the flashy lights dancing above the lakes. Their effulgence painted nearby streets in dynamic, dazzling hues, liquid crystals melting and evaporating before a mostly unaffected audience. If this was normal, I couldn’t wait to see what the folks of the Belt considered a spectacle.

After seeing so little of the Belt, I crowned it my favourite place on the continent. I resented not following my plan to go there, for now I was sentenced to moon about my cage all day.

Because of that spectacular failure with Chanté, Karl had to tread more carefully. He counted on Chanté’s cowardice to keep her mouth shut about the island, but as a precaution, he hired a few birds to hover over the temples of Aphrodite.

Karl wouldn’t admit it, but the apparent infinitude of the Belt stunned him. He hadn’t expected the region to be so gigantic. Two months passed before the old soldier adapted to the hectic city and its underground activities. He procured us grey hooded tunics made of a cheap material that could very well be remnants of ages before the Vengeance. Always look poorer than you really are. That was a lesson my days as a street worker taught me.

“Looks like we’ll be here for a while, eh?”

Matteo, another of the soldiers—a fucking low soldier!—scoffed. I flung the middle finger at him, which guaranteed me another season in a makeshift cell.

“Why don’t you kill me at once? Or are you afraid of mum? You created this mess when you came after me to ruin the amazing time I was having!” I shouted. Karl glared at me like he would an enemy on the battlefield. I didn’t care any more; hiding my hatred for him and his people was making me sick. What would he do? Impale me?! Incarceration and food deprivation was as far as he’d go, and I had gone enough days without proper food to not be bothered by it.

I was nearing nineteen and treated like a baby. I couldn’t go out without supervision and only on scheduled walks; couldn’t talk to anyone beyond our insufferable group; all city events were forbidden. Exercises were mandatory, but I had to do what Karl wanted and when Karl wanted.

After another month, he found a Priestess.

“I hope it’s a real one, and not a clown like you and that slag.”

It would be a week before the Priestess arrived. Karl seized the opportunity to remind me to keep my tongue coiled inside my mouth. Three pairs of arms grabbed me and pushed me against the wall. Soldiers came together to arrest the Princess as if she were a thief. The scene was so absurd that I laughed maniacally. There was no hint of amusement in their eyes. Sturdy hands dug into my jaw, forcing my mouth open. Another compressed my throat, and my screams came out in suffocated creaks.

Karl advanced, smoke emanating from his eyes... no, not from his eyes; from the sizzling iron disc he carried with tongs. I writhed in my captors’ hands, barely able to move. Hot breath rubbed my cheeks. Sweat exuded from my forehead, stinging my eyes. My erratic breathing inhaled the boiling air, burning my nose, my lungs. The rest of my dignity evaporated when the iron touched the tip of my tongue, and I cried and screamed like the baby they took me for.


But be the Serpent Under it

Stomping feet approached. When a tall and robust figure appeared in the doorway, her shadow joining the shadow of a column to form a distorted mass, I could swear Pasiphaë had conceived a second Minotaur. But it was Lyssa, my new guardian.

My initial impression of her was the complete opposite of Chanté. Lyssa had dark skin, arms bulging with muscles, and veins thick with power. The sides of her head were shaven, a strip of maroon hair in the middle that shadowed her eyes on one end and draped over her nape on the other. Red irises glittered like two rubies swimming in a milky lake. And she was huge! If she had a fight with Tréphina, I suspected they would crack Haillikós in two. Lyssa, however, would take the win: she carried an obscenely big hammer on her shoulders as if she didn’t even notice the load. Instead of the luxurious coats and cloaks most Priestesses boasted, Lyssa wore a thin violet cape that barely reached her calves.

I wasn’t easily impressed, but Lyssa was something else. My mouth hung open while she spoke with Karl. Even when they got to the reward, she kept her poise.

“Ay up, Little Princess,” Lyssa’s booming voice threatened to collapse the decrepit house. “Nothing to fear, you’re now under the protection of Lyssa Areia!” Warlike, how predictable. And fitting. Karl advised her to avoid using “Little Princess” when referring to me; advice she ignored. A warrior and a rebel. I liked her more and more.

I nodded a greeting. My tongue healed, but my self-respect was sore, so I spoke the minimum necessary.

Karl instructed me to meet him at a new hiding place if the contract went south, but added that it was better for everyone if it didn’t. When we departed, I made no effort to pour questions over my guardian. My mood was tainted with rancour, and as incredible as it sounded, I didn’t want to give a bad first impression.

Lyssa’s red eyes darted like hummingbirds, never stopping in their search. Unlike her sister, however, Lyssa wasn’t running from trouble. She wanted to find trouble, as evidenced by the wild grin plastered on her face. She walked in wide and vigorous strides that forced me to jog to keep up with her. At the pace of those first three hours—and if she knew how to walk on water—we’d finish the journey in a week!

Before that first night descended, Lyssa accepted a side gig to pacify an Obsessive Soul. Love between Twin Souls was disastrous, but falling for someone who doesn’t reciprocate? The apex of stupidity. I had heard about Obsessives, but I had never encountered one. That night with Lyssa was eye-opening in many ways.

She followed the Obsessive’s trail to Nerósce, a village on the outskirts of Lampréach. Inspecting the population’s heart, it didn’t take long for her to localise the prey. With a vigorous kick, Lyssa yanked the door from its hinges to a succession of screams. The Obsessive, a man with a ghoulish face, limped away from the intruder, an arm clutching his wounded belly, and tried to jump through the window. Lyssa raised an arm. He froze mid-air for a second before falling and being dragged towards her open hand by invisible chains. He trashed about, and the more he moved, the more blood smeared his tunic.

I thought Lyssa would finish him there. What she did next, many Priestesses would consider disgraceful.

Lyssa grabbed the man by the neck and flung him outside. A crowd had gathered, enraptured. Without glancing back, the Obsessive started crawling away. Lyssa raised her arm again; I noticed then her sharp, black nails turning red. The Obsessive halted, clearly not of his own volition. His back arched up. The audience gasped in horror when scarlet tentacles grew from the pool of blood on the Obsessive’s chest, hoisting the poor bastard up, putting him on his knees. No one averted their gaze or fled.

In two leisured strides, Lyssa closed the distance. She lifted her hammer, its mammoth head covering the moon. Something in me urged me to close my eyes. I did not. She swung the weapon in a curve that was almost gracious. The hammer crushed the Obsessive’s back, the brassy sound of ground bones making me squirm. In a wonderful conclusion, his chest exploded, and from the red mist, his heart flew towards the sky.

In awe, the audience followed the trajectory until the organ disappeared in the dark as if snatched by a God. They turned back to the Priestess standing beside the man, still hanging from blood cords. Then they applauded, whistled, fell to their knees, begging for Lyssa’s blessing, who touched their foreheads with a bloodied forefinger.

Their glorification astonished me more than Lyssa’s brutality. I found myself on my knees as well, although for quite a different reason. Many people agreed with the Order of Aphrodite. Others considered them a necessary evil. But my worst nightmares wouldn’t have conceived such a reality: Priestesses were praised! Praised like heroes. And if Lyssa’s act was any clue, the bloodier and more artistic the pacification, the more acclaim they earned. The woman was a bloody legend!

When she was done blessing her devotees, she smiled at me from above and gallantly lifted me in her arms, placing me on my feet, her hands sticky, her whole body reeking of blood.

“How did you do that?” I asked, genuinely interested this time.

“What part?”

“All of it, I guess.”

Lyssa let out a raucous laugh. “You’ve got fire, Little Princess! Tell me, is this your first time meeting a demigod?”

“Are you—” I choked on my reply.

She sported her teeth in the proudest grin I had ever witnessed. “I am the great-hearted daughter of Cratos, the Personification of Strength!” That explained heaps. “My uncles and aunts are Victory, Force, and Glory! Could there be a better family? Obviously not! I’ll be sure to keep you entertained during our adventure, Little Princess.”

My heart pumped with renewed vigour. I trusted that Lyssa Areia would be the one to give me purpose, to eviscerate my world. For a while, she did not disappoint. Everything was amazing. Unfortunately, her energy was misplaced. Lyssa revealed a set of faults that, in a way, infuriated me more than Chanté’s negligence. And threatened my very soul.

In the following days, more gigs came up. Lyssa accepted all the offers, travelling in a beeline across the Belt. One of them took her to the border with the Sceptre. After finishing the contract, they offered her a room in a luxurious palace-turned-hotel where she stayed for a week, relishing in the employees treating her like a degenerated queen.

Lyssa took me with her to her pacifications. No matter who was the target, her goal was the same: to make a show out of their suffering. When she found Twins, Lyssa lay one on top of the other and splintered their bodies in a single strike. Along with her hammer, she carried a shotgun. This she used to pacify another Obsessive, stuffing the barrel down his throat and shooting, entrails tumbling out from the hole in his genitals. She used the “Golf Heart” (title of her own creation) once more, to the enthusiastic applause of the audience.

Saying I wasn’t enjoying it would be a bare-faced lie. Every Priestess brought to the island acted like their duty was sacred. That they, blessed by Aphrodite herself, had the religious and the moral obligation to ensure the purification of Love. In many ways, they were like my parents, a bunch of self-important despots. Lyssa was different. Not once she quoted the Book of Eternal Love or preached the holiness of her role. Her reasoning for doing what she did was far simpler: she pacified and killed because she took pleasure in it.

And that was why so many people adored her! She came to their villages and towns, not with words of consolation or salvation. She took one of the most frightening fates that can occur to someone and transformed it into a party. If they were ever pacified by a Priestess, that was how they wished to go; with their hearts soaring to the skies before plunging into the Underworld.

Every time she finished distributing her blessings, Lyssa would turn to me. Her smile was contagious. It made me feel seen; valued. Then one day, after the sixth execution I witnessed, I asked her if next time I could go with her not only as an observer but as a participant. I asked her to be given a weapon and trained in her art. Her smile soured. Her red eyes flashed a deeper black than the clouds above. In the darkness, she looked more menacing than the Minotaur. I swallowed a hard lump in my throat.

“Little Princess, you mustn’t spoil your purity,” she said. In the profound silence that ensued, I heard the words she did not speak. Lyssa did not want anyone sharing her prestige.

Our partnership went downhill after that. When she left to pacify, Lyssa would lock me in a house or a grandiose hotel room. She argued that the money from those additional contracts would go into renting a ship to take us to the island—a valid plan foiled by an unruly appetite.

Those same coins that were supposed to go into savings were spent on wine, brothels, and gambling. Lyssa was clueless, and the players didn’t give a shit she was a Priestess. Her being a Priestess probably gave them more satisfaction when they stole her coins, round after round. I complained about her skills, claiming I would do much better at cards. She muttered “Little Princess” as one would say “I’ll kill you” and didn’t allow me to try.

“There’s a chest with fifty thousand gold coins waiting for you. You remember that, right?” I asked when she lost an obscene amount to the table; an amount that would likely be enough to rent a damn ship.

Lyssa looked at me as if seeing the fifty thousand coins right there in front of her. I shut my mouth after that, suspecting she would wager me if she ran out of chips.

I tolerated the situation for a couple of months, even though I knew the contract was doomed. My nineteenth birthday arrived without anyone remembering it. I snatched a few coins from Lyssa and bought myself a strawberry pie and a pot of honey. It was the best meal I’d had in years.

“Are you still up there?” Splayed on the grass with my belly full, I whispered to the skies. The moon was a curved slit, much like Selene’s crescent diadem. Ever since the contracts started, I was afraid I had ignored my guiding light. “I’m sorry.”

Getting up, I strolled down to the beach, waves lapping at my feet in that same meandering rhythm. Lyssa had stopped at that village three days ago, but that was the first time I visited the scenario that had given me so much respite on the island.

Tiberius used to say that, on our birthday, we could make a wish to the heavens, and if the Gods were smiling at us, they would grant it. It never quite worked in previous years, but since I hadn’t asked in the last three, I decided to give it another try.

“Aphrodite.” Uttering her name chilled my bones. “Your Love also includes self-Love, right? Well, I don’t know how to love this thing I have become. They’re twisting and distorting my heart, violating who I am. I know I am not the most devout of mortals, but no one should feel like that, eh? And if You caused an apocalypse, you must be quite powerful. All I ask is a little of your power, so I can free my heart!”

Suddenly tired, I plopped down. I raked the sand, collecting handfuls to watch it fall between my fingers. No matter how much I tried to detain the sand, there was always a gap through which it drained away. Was that how it felt to be immortal? An illusion of eternity, of power? Before we noticed it, our hands were empty.

Something brushed my foot.

I yanked my leg away, afraid it was a crab. At first, there seemed to be nothing in the water. As when the furious lightning shakes the sky, so my entire body roiled and collapsed as the foam returned to sea, revealing the treasure it had left behind.

Sometimes, the waves brought gifts to the Island of Venus. Shipwrecks most of the time, but occasionally, we chanced upon a bottle of alcohol, a coin, a finger or a leg that had been spat by sharks. None of them got close to the beauty of this oyster shell. Half of a shell, actually, but perfect all the same. Soft on the inside, rougher on the outside. I wondered where the other half could be. And its pearl.

For almost an hour, I scoured the strand, straining my eyes against the dense shadows of the night. I found tiny conchs, sea cakes, and even a starfish, twinkling like a cheap version of Aphrodite’s stars, that I threw back into the ocean. No oyster shell, no pearl. But that was okay. I would keep my half safe until I could connect it with its missing part.

Lyssa began to accuse me of stealing from her. A lie—the only time I stole her disgusting money was on my birthday. But her purse was thinning, and the stroppy bitch needed someone to blame other than her vices. Obsessed with distrust, she became hostile. Her blood aura became repulsive. Being near her made me insecure. I wasn’t afraid of dying, but when it happened, let it be on a battlefield, and not to a drunken, maniac Priestess.

I made a choice.

One night, when Lyssa drank more than her usual share of wine and collapsed in the arms of Morpheus, I eyed her hammer. Tried to move it, but the weapon was even heavier than I anticipated and refused to move. Wheezing, I opened the window, filling my lungs with fresh air.

I jumped back upon spotting the moon. It was so big; it looked like she was just outside the window! There was a purple aura around it, though no shadows trespassed on its platinum surface.

“You’re right,” I whispered. “I’m a Moon Warrior. I can do it.”

I went back to the hammer, curling my fingers around the handle. Spine erected, muscles tensed, mind clear, I lifted the monstrous thing. Unable to sustain its weight, the weapon fell fast and awkwardly, squashing half of Lyssa’s head. Crushed bones and mashed brains spilt on the floor, reminding me of a pumpkin I had once squashed.

So very satisfying.

The hammer’s handle fell with a thud, cracking the floor tiles. To make sure she was dead, I grabbed her shotgun, placed the barrel against her unstirring chest, and pressed the trigger.

Her heart exploded, shelling the regal chamber with chunks of bones and gallons of blood. Dipped in moonlight, the blood earned a dark-blue tone that submerged the room in wet darkness. I licked my lips.

Disappointing. Demigod’s blood tasted the same as any other immortal.
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After the deed, I perched on the village’s stone fence and watched as the moon crested the sky. I wielded a monstrous hammer; I killed a demigod! And yet, my heart was as empty as Aphrodite’s cloudless abode. For one radiant moment, I glimpsed at invincibility, at supremacy! Under Aphrodite’s cursed gaze, it all withered and disintegrated. My hands, pathetic little things, trembled under the crust of blood.

Escaping was impossible. I might even say hopeless.

Barely registering the road or the pain in my feet, I made my way to the arranged meeting location.

It was a temple of adoration, or at least it had once been, aeons ago. Now all that remained was dust, beggars, and ghosts. The clangour of a bell accompanied me down the hill as I descended lower and lower. When I found the alcove where the rats were hiding, they welcomed me with unabashed resentment. Karl was lying in a bed, his breathing laborious, hands stiff over his chest where a burgundy heart-shaped mark glowed as if branded by fire. Furious weals covered his arms and legs.

Karl did not question me, simply ordered Matteo to lock me without light and food. I neither lied nor excused my actions. After a week, Martha showed me to a bath of frigid water. I considered drowning, and maybe Karl predicted that too, for Martha did not leave my side for even a second.

The sight of my silver hair shining again did not endear the group to my presence. Expressions of camaraderie—or, better saying, pity—were rare and exclusive to Nasia. Days wasted in rancorous silence. Martha and Matteo were the most scared and the most comforted. They were Lovers, I discovered from their soppy interactions. Karl had left his wife on the island, and Nasia was a survivor: her Lover had been killed, but the Priestess didn’t finish the job, and some God with a dark sense of humour spared her. I didn’t know about the other two and didn’t care to.

A new letter arrived; I saw Nasia copying the contents from the ashes. Her expression revealed nothing, but Karl read as she wrote, uncommonly content. When the note was ready, he passed it to me.

“Can’t you read it?” I asked. He thrust the note towards me. I huffed as I opened the letter and read it. And then I read it a second time. A third.

“Dear Ishana,

Our hearts rejoice at the news of your survival. Karl raised concerns about your actions in Haillikós, but we know you did what it took to protect your soul. Once we are all reunited, all wounds will be healed.

You wish to return to us, your people who love you, am I right? We understand that the experience of being away from home, destitute for so long, has caused a commotion. Do not ache any more, child. We helped you. And now we need your help.

We have given you two chances. This shall be the third and last. If any tragedy should prevent your mission from succeeding, we will not ask you to lure any more receptacles. Instead, we will accept your sacrifice.

Please do not indulge in virulence. I am confident that, like us, you do not intend this fate. We rest easy knowing that you will do everything in your power to deliver a gift to your people. And when you do, we will decorate you as a hero. A warrior.

Remember what your mother told you: the legacy is in your hands. In the hands of all of us born from the graces of the Creator. Come back to us, daughter.

With love,

Your family.”

“They wouldn’t do that.”

Karl and the others stared at me in scornful silence. Beyond exhaustion and fear, I recognised hatred. Any sympathy they had for the Princess of Venus withered in all those wrecked months stranded in Haillikós.

Whatever Karl wrote in the first letter, he convinced the monarchs that their daughter was sabotaging the empire. Now Tiberius and Beryl, my parents, decreed in ink imbued with adulterated affection and ignoble pity, that I would be hung and dissected so that everyone could consume my blood and circumvent Aphrodite’s curse, enjoying both Love and eternal life.

“Do you understand who you are and what you must do?” Karl asked as the letter fell from my fingers. My stupid head bobbed up and down. He did not demand a voiced answer this time. Whatever happened, they would return to their families. Even if I had to languish in the beaks of vultures to buy their ticket home.

Was this the path the Fates had woven for me? I tried to convince myself that there were worse fates; that there were poor souls who suffered day in, day out, and who would give everything for the life that was my birthright. If any of those miserable souls knocked on my door, I would happily trade places with them.

But none showed up. Karl ensured the efficiency of our hiding place.

Drifting in a vacuum, I barely paid attention to the events elapsing around me. I spent most days beside a square opening on the wall that had been a window in the distant past, imagining the landscape that was denied me.

A new Priestess came forth. This one wore an old, ragged uniform that looked more mauve than purple, a dull staff strapped to her back. A grotesque scar disfigured her mouth. Shouldn’t that have healed? She marched with her chin pointing up, too eager to present herself as fearless and proficient. She chatted with Karl, avoiding looking in my direction. If that was the chosen one, I wouldn’t even leave my seat.

Then a second Priestess appeared. This caught my attention. Were the islanders willing to hire two Priestesses to escort me? This one ogled me with miserable, frightened eyes, like an abandoned dog that finds its owner and is not sure whether to forgive her or to flee and never look back. I fidget in my seat, vexed by those distant but lingering contacts. Whenever I ventured a glance at her, the woman would lower her head and go rigid.

Neither of them knelt for me. The second Priestess stayed less than an hour. She evaded Karl and his offers, striding away from the sandy temple without looking back.

They lodged the deformed Priestess in a room with Matteo as her personal guard. She walked and talked freely, so she was not a prisoner—however, she seemed forbidden to address me. Or she didn’t have a reason to. Matteo was always by her side. They chatted like old friends, their laughter shaking dust off the walls. Martha was unfazed by their friendship. Ugly and idiot. I could hear the promises Matteo had made to take her to a paradisaical island as soon as I was safe.

A few days later, Karl summoned me to his room. Beneath the stone that his face had become, I caught a glimmer of hope that was like a dagger twisting my insides.

“We found a new Priestess,” he announced.

I sighed, keeping my voice low and courteous. “Why don’t we try with a Hunter? Or a Champion?” Priestess’ blood was far more valuable because of Heart Magic, but I was starting to suspect they were screwing me on purpose.

“Have you heard of Carys?”

My eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “Carys Epistro’phia? They say she’s one of the vilest Priestesses!”

“Precisely. She accepted the job. Let us meet her.”


Fair is Foul and Foul is Fair

Carys, Carys, Carys... The echo refused to leave the cave that my head became; a dark and empty place whose nature was to repeat that sacred name. Of course I heard it! In the pubs of the Tiara was where the name first attached itself to me.

A man was telling another about his ride to the Tunic to deliver a shipment of coal. He was a good driver and had seen all sorts of places, he said, but had never travelled, before or since, darker roads. One couldn’t see beyond one’s nose, and the horses baulked every ten steps, man and animal trembling at shapes hewed out of shadows. Then, he saw a red light. Believing it to be a tavern, he turned the horse in that direction. But he stopped when the light moved. His heart came to a halt when that same light took on a human form and revealed itself for what it was: glowing, sizzling blood. Thank the Gods, he said, the horse had the intelligence to turn around, for his nerves had collapsed. A family found and sheltered him. They told him it was a monster alright: Carys Epistro’phia, the only Priestess to call the Tiara her home.

It was the first of many appearances Carys made in my life, a ghost of the future. An older seamstress from my group, while we worked late one night, whispered about the Priestess who had pacified the daughter of the Northern King. Carys was her name. I was awestruck by the influence Aphrodite’s servants wielded on that continent. Killing a king’s heiress—a princess!—and getting away with a chest of gold? Sounded like a fantastic job!

Carys... it had an odd ring to it. Later, I found out it was an ancient name originating in the Orb, of which the most famous bearer was Carys Penrose, a general from the Royal Wars hailed for having held back an army of Énotachen on one side and of Lionesses on the other. Most curious and contradictory was the meaning of the name: Love.

Chanté and Lyssa mentioned her name. The former vilified her sister, condemning her “impure deeds.” When I asked about Carys’ supposed crimes, Chanté retreated to her bashful smile. The latter didn’t tell me directly about Carys. Lyssa murmured during her sleep, and one night, she rambled about how she would have Carys strapped to her bed to do... things, with her. Lyssa’s vivid imagination could not be denied.

Carys, Carys, Carys... One of Aphrodite’s most ruthless assassins, most sardonic sorceress, a divine mistress (according to Lyssa). And now she was to become my nanny... as well as a blood receptacle for the Island of Venus. Would the islanders know her?

As the fiacre bucked on the Tunic’s muddy roads, threatening to flip over, I tried to imagine what Carys looked like.

Red hair. That was the only trait I was certain she possessed. Red like the pulsing heart of beasts; like Aphrodite’s lips. Was it long like mine or short and ragged like her military namesake? Did it smell like apples, roses, or blood?

According to the lyres that sang of her achievements, Carys Epistro’phia could not be a mere mortal. By the Creator! Could she be a demigoddess, daughter of Aphrodite, sent by the Creator herself to reap the flock of Lovers? Painters of all sorts conceived their vision of the Goddess of Love. Some depicted her as a loving, maternal figure with a heart that housed all humanity. Others represented her as a belligerent, vengeful entity. Carys would have been born out of those two extremes. A kind and sensible woman who did not hesitate to show her anger and her devotion. A guardian to the faithful and a monster to the heretics. She would be sovereign, invincible, the Titan of Love!

Oh, my—no, she could not be Aphrodite’s offspring. If she was, the Creator would never forgive us for chaining and drinking from her daughter’s life force. Annihilation would surely vaporise the island this time, and I, the one responsible for luring her there, wouldn’t have a chance of escaping. Had Karl even considered this possibility?!

The fiacre jerked one last time and stopped. Blood froze in my limbs. My heart pounded for all the Tunic to hear—all Haillikós! The windows were covered, shutting out the lights, red or otherwise. Outside was deadly silent. Karl turned to me, the ember in his eyes chastising my body into action. The doors opened, and he climbed down. I took a deep breath, knowing that no amount of meditation could prepare me for this encounter, and followed him. Blood-soaked winds stung my eyes. The street reeked of a butcher’s shop, and the thought of my own blood gave me a sweet nausea. Once my vision cleared, I realised that the miasma was coming from two people who alone personified carnage.

What the fu... I raised my hand halfway to my mouth, fearing my dismay had escaped. But no one was paying attention to me. I hiccupped, choking on the stench of beer that encircled the tavern and was somehow worse than the blood. I couldn’t believe it, couldn’t!

When the Priestess that visited us—Agnes—tilted her head towards the woman beside her, a spasm of disbelief stole a few beats from my heart.

This was the wonderful, the sublime, the Olympic Carys Epistro’phia? Titan my arse, she was a bloody kid! I was taller than her—slightly, but still. If I didn’t know she had lost her soul decades ago, I’d say she was my age, a nineteen-year-old brat suckling blood from the Aphrodite’s tits and flirting with sharp toys. What the fuck was happening here?

Karl approached my new... guardian. I took a step to follow him, but the smell of carrion hit me like a wall. I learned long ago that Priestesses reeked of blood; Chanté and Lyssa did, the latter more than the former, but none as terribly, as magnificently, as Carys.

Small and sparse freckles dotted her cheeks and the tip of her nose, curved in the image of a crow’s. Moonlight bounced off her skin, pale like sour milk. Her famous red hair, which might’ve been shiny and elegant once, now was stale wine. And who was the maniac who cut her hair and left all those choppy, frail ends? Her curves were well-accentuated, but that was aided by the corset peeking from under her purple overcoat, more opulent than that worn by the swanky Chanté. The sight did not inspire me to see Carys as a noble warrior, rather reaffirming my belief that the Order of Aphrodite was a façade for a brothel.

“Carys Epistro’phia,” Karl said, followed by a nod of confirmation from said person, crushing the last dregs of hope that it was all a tragic mistake. “She will do,” he whispered to me.

Will she? We returned to the fiacre, Karl, me, and my droopy heart.

I slumped in the seat, wanting to scream for the coachman to lock the door and get us out of there. My own words gagged me. I didn’t know what to think. Carys, Carys, Carys... The name throbbed in my head, tormented me. The Priestess had not followed us; perhaps it meant they had gone to fetch the real Carys.

Despite her delay, Carys joined us. And yes, it was the very same person I had stared at for minutes and still couldn’t believe was real. I squeezed my eyes shut when the door closed, confining us with that gut-wrenching scent. I could almost discern the scarlet aura around her, pulsing with the vitality of hundreds of broken hearts.

Karl didn’t reveal my identity, so I kept my mouth shut. His reason for bringing me along was so we could evaluate the Priestess. Until she had signed the contract, we could dismiss her. As soon as we reached the Belt, I would ask Nasia to brainwash Carys and Karl to look for another Priestess, one who would not ship me towards extinction.

I shuddered when she opened the cigar box, comfortable as if at home. “Got a light?”

By the Creator, her voice! She kept her volume low, and yet her words reverberated like the horn we had on the island, commanding, blood-curdling. It was a nasal sound marked by a sing-song melody that, if one didn’t pay attention, would get buried under a slight huskiness. Oh, how Karl must’ve hated her then! Recognising his vexation mitigated mine.

I choked on my own poison. Carys drew on her cigar with an eyebrow raised in disdain. The clove of the cigar blended with the bloody emanation. The combination of warm and spicy with dry, metallic, and bittersweet intoxicated my lungs. I couldn’t breathe, but that was okay. I wanted to hang on to that exquisite mix.

To my amazement, Carys kept talking. Not to me or Karl, just... talking, with the freedom of someone who didn’t need to answer to anybody but herself. She recalled past encounters with “transgressors” in the Tunic, commented on the scent of butter coming from a bakery she frequented, complained about the roads, and told ribald jokes. Heat emanated from Karl’s cheeks. He bit his tongue; I saw him thinking the same thing I did an hour ago: that unruly creature was the last chance to save my neck.

Carys was mad as a box of frogs, but she was also kind of amusing. If nothing else, I could have some fun on our journey back to the Belt.
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Fun was dangerous, though. Fun hid many layers that were easy to miss when you are smiling, at ease, or cringing with embarrassment. All those feelings I experienced in vertiginous rotation in the first thirty-six hours of meeting Carys. My heart underwent severe trials.

Oh, my addled, beleaguered heart! Every time Carys looked at me, every time she spoke, I had this compulsion to check my heartbeats. And I always found them out of control, pounding against my chest in mutiny. What was I getting myself into? Why was I worried that she would be harvested by the islanders? That raving woman was going to turn me upside down, skin me, drink my blood!

Then sh—she humiliated me! No falling to her knees, no begging my forgiveness, no swearing an oath to be my guardian after I revealed myself. All I earned was a repetition of the contemptuous grunt with which she had greeted everyone. Like a child after a good telling-off, I recoiled to the shadows, watching in dismay as Karl and Maud took Carys to formalise the contract.

It was my chance. My last chance. If I stormed into that room and told Karl to reject her, I was confident he would give me reason. Those hours with Carys showed that having her as my guardian could be worse than Chanté and Lyssa.

But it could also be... different. In glances, gestures, and products of imagination, I felt an odd connection to Carys. When she stood up to me, even though I had given no sign of my friendship, something swelled in me. A recognition. My heart had never lived through so much in so little time. I was not sure if this sudden attachment was beneficial; it would probably end in disaster. And if I was being honest, it intimidated me. But I would not cower from her. If she wanted to scorn me, I would show her who deserved more loathing. If she wished to test me, I would make her swallow her pride.

“Fuck you, old man.” The peculiar voice echoed through the underground like lightning cracking the sky. Everyone flinched except me. I had said that so many times to Karl in thought, and now someone said it to his desiccated face.

A sniff of blood sweetened the mummified atmosphere. They signed the contract.

“Come, Lolita. The road awaits us.”

Lolita? I realised Carys was talking to me, still not uttering a single word of phoney affection. I stood up, my ankle chained to hers. Karl held my wrist.

“I hope you remember the letter.”

I answered him and the others with a gruff curtsy before running to catch up with my guardian.

“You’re fast!” I shouted, trying to get her to slow down. It didn’t work. Lyssa, I hope this isn’t your revenge. “Do you know which way we will take to the island? I imagine you have a plan, right? By the way, my name is Ishana. Yours is Carys, right?”

“KAH-riss, not KEH-riss!” She corrected me, as I knew she would. She rolled her R’s even more times when she was cross; it was funny! “Can’t we continue in the same silence as before?”

“Accept my sincere apologies, but no. That trip was awful! Karl loves his silence, but if we can’t talk, how will we entertain ourselves and get to know each other? It was such a relief to hear you humming! My throat is dry; would you have water in that bag of yours?”

“The journey has only begun. Stop babbling and you won’t feel thirsty.”

She liked bossing around, that was clear. I reached out to pull the bag, and the weight nearly knocked me over. “By the Creator! What do you carry in this thing?”

“Wine, food, armour, sex toys.”

Goddess damn it. That bawdy humour would pester me. I could imagine the adjectives Karl had used to describe me: fragile, innocent. Perhaps that was for the best. Carys didn’t need to know about my past. I’d take advantage of the mask of naivety and diffidence that Karl had harassed me to wear.

“You are making fun of me,” I said, quite aware that she was not.

“Maybe.”

I sighed. It would be a long journey.


Come from Heaven, Wrapped in a Purple Cloak

Bulannah. After so many detours and divergences, we met again. Of all the legends I heard about the silver-haired people, the variations agreed on very few points; one of them was the birthplace of my kind. Beryl’s birthplace from where she and her mother had to escape because of some unmentioned crime.

The Island of Venus saw hundreds of residents and passers-by. Apart from Beryl, only one of them came from Bulannah. Back when I was a puppy struggling with the basics of motor coordination, a woman appeared. She was old, her eyes fogged, every wrinkle telling a dozen stories, but her silver hair was as sleek as it must’ve been in her youth. I was fond of her, though she only spoke once: to announce a prophecy that the moon would collect the tribute for the sullied blood. In retrospect, it was admirable that the old woman was not tied up and thrown into the sea. Perhaps they had been so scared that no one had the guts to touch her.

She was there on the beach one night and, the next morning, she was gone. No one saw her leaving. We knew she had left because of the moon. Her glow had been blinding for the first few hours after the woman’s arrival and after her departure.

Bulannah. That sword travelled an ocean to find me. The sword that I stared at, hands firm around its grip, straining to believe it was real; that Karl would not take it away from me. The most unbelievable sword I had ever seen. Its twisted blade reminded me of the Gorgon’s dance, except its power of hypnosis was far greater. There was... something about that weapon. Its crooked iron, the narrow but piercing edges, the bent hilt. All the battles that were denied me, all the blood that went unshed, the dishonour against my person; that sword understood me.

“Hey, keep that thing inside the sheath.” Carys scowled at me and my sword. Carys, the heartless killer who had combed the shops to buy me fancy clothes—sure, I wanted to strangle her with the leather gloves when I first saw them—and give me a weapon even after I annoyed the hell out of her with my babble. The thing was that with Carys, my endless questions—many of them asked simply to study her reaction—went beyond lashings. This creature, so different from her peers, genuinely intrigued me. Although she was not the most enthusiastic of conversationalists, her cheekiness proved entertaining. Besides... the way she drew out her vowels and slurred her F’s was kind of addictive to listen to.

“Sorry,” I muttered, hurrying to put the beauty away from view. “Do you like Keris, Carys?” My tongue itched with wickedness. I couldn’t resist provoking her. My guardian inspired my disobedient spirit!

Carys frowned. “Wanna find out if the blade is truly poisoned?”

This time, I didn’t hide my smile. My happiness didn’t last long, cut short by three bandits.

“Carys?”

“I know. The rear is yours.”

The rear was mine? Sweat buttered my fingers, and they slipped when I reached for the sword. The prospect of drawing first blood with Keris was exhilarating, but I knew those men, or at least I knew who had sent them: Karl. A test to see if my new guardian wasn’t all mouth and no trousers. I wanted to help her—or, rather, prove to her that I could fight—, but Beryl’s ghost chided me. For once, I listened. If Carys couldn’t do away with those petty thieves, then she wasn’t worth the contract, and I could go back to Karl scot-free.

That wasn’t going to happen, of course. I watched, my heart thumping, as Carys fired the pistol, dodged blows with the curves of a body that was made for the battlefield, and assailed with her dagger, that deceptively feeble weapon.

Chanté prayed after killing someone, pacified or not. Carys’ fighting was a prayer in and of itself. The way she stabbed, parried, bounced, and jeered was a sacred dance. I beamed with childish delight when she grabbed the sword and her palm started dissolving into bloodied strips. She was like a rhino, smashing every obstacle in its path.

I was still beguiled by the bloodshed when Carys pulled me away from the growing crowd.

“I thought I heard you bragging to Tyson about how good you were with a sword!” she growled, her face splattered with red, hideous.

“I am deeply sorry.”

“So you keep telling me. This was the first thing you ever said to me, remember? I am sorry!”

Damn it. It wasn’t that I felt the need to impress my guardian, but I was ashamed. Ashamed to be hiding who I was. “It has been a while.” Since I crushed someone’s head with a gigantic hammer.

For a second, Carys’ eyes softened. Then they became hard as diamonds again. “Show me your sword.”

Like a bootlicking fool, I rushed to obey her command. Carys unbuttoned her corset, showing a piece of her belly. My stomach grumbled. Flat muscles glistened with sweat. I realised I was goggling, but before I could rectify it, she said, “Hit me.”

She didn’t need to ask twice. For the sake of this farce, I should’ve been a lot more hesitant, I know it! But when I saw her belly, so pale and fragile, I couldn’t resist poking it! She was lucky I aimed at the navel; what I had really wanted was to rip her heart out and batter her with it.

“Plurry!” I screamed with the most girlish, irritating voice I could conjure to disguise my satisfaction. “I’m sorry, I... what do I do?!”

“You shouldn’t leave your bloody sword inside the victim.”

“Oh. I—” No, I wouldn’t apologise again. Once was more than she deserved.

I gripped Keris’ hilt, remembering the gush of blood that gurgled for minutes from the soldier’s lacerated neck... and the pleasure it gave me. My last pleasure before Karl. Before now.

“Pull this shit at once.”

I pulled. Unlike the soldier, only a few depressing drops came out of Carys’ wound, sizzling upon contact with the floor, singeing the grass. It was enough to dip my fingertips in her blood, though. The texture was so distinctive, more watery than sticky, and warm. I rubbed my thumb over my index finger. It prickled my sensitive pads, seeping into my inner layers of skin, galvanising my insides into a commotion. My head reeled, clamouring for an explanation of the phenomenon.

Carys laughed.

“What in the world is funny?” I printed irritation in my voice, fearing she had noticed something she shouldn’t have.

“You’re the most pathetic creature I’ve ever met. But at least now we know you have the stomach for cruelty.”

She hadn’t noticed my affection for blood—her blood. Excellent. I grimaced, conserving my anger. It was good for appearances. And it would be useful for when the time come to show Carys who really was the most pathetic creature in the world.

“The question is: do you still have the stomach for eating?”

The closeted invitation took me by surprise. I had wondered if my guardian would starve me to death.

We set up a little picnic not far from where I stabbed her. The food wasn’t bad, and as we ate, we talked. And as we talked, I discovered more about her and caught myself opening up as I shouldn’t do. Obviously, I’d never tell her everything, and she was clearly holding back too. But it felt almost good to share the little I could.

Carys was doing it again. She poked a hole in her thumb with a thorn. Droplets trickled through the chink. I watched one run down her phalanges, drop from her knuckle, then splash on the grass.

“May I see your dagger?” I asked, in dire need of a distraction. When she unsheathed her signature weapon, I realised I was genuinely curious to inspect the blade that had sucked the blood of so many beings, including that of a princess.

I conjured all the delicacy Nadia hammered into me before taking the weapon in my hands. Ten inches of pure craftsmanship; the dagger possessed every good quality I expected and more. It was elegant, perfectly balanced, sharp as a crocodile’s teeth, and mesmerising. The silvery hilt spread into the wings of a dove. Nestled between them was a flaming red garnet.

Brighter than any gemstone I had ever seen. More precious than the treasures I had on the island. I could see my reflex on the heart stone as if the doves were cradling me.

“Who made it?” I asked.

“Iseabail, a Blacksmith who lives with the Order.”

“It’s mean.”

When there came no reply, I shook myself out of the hypnotic gemstone and returned the dagger to its owner. I pretended not to see the curious look Carys was giving me.

That night, I waited until Carys fell asleep. We had set camp close to the River Kríliath, which we had been following since we left Lampréach, and where we fished our dinner of perch and grayling. Or, better saying, where Carys had used her Heart Magic to lure our dinner into an easy, deadly trap. The woman was too nervy for a fishing rod. Her teasing and her magging in the fiacre weren’t for the sole purpose of provocation. Carys had a constant need to keep herself entertained.

However, she slept fast. She had been more relaxed since our picnic. The waters of the Kríliath moved in a whisper, and I wondered if that had any influence on Carys’ mood. I stared at the serene undulations of her chest, trying to hear her pulses and decipher their cryptic messages; to no avail. Silent Carys was more unnerving than loud Carys.

Careful to not rustle the grass, I stood up and tiptoed toward the river, hoping it would muffle the noise. When I had put enough distance between me and the camp, I drew my sword. Remembering the fight from earlier that day was easy, each of Carys’ moves impressed on my memory.

There was a heaviness, a grudge, to them, as if Carys fought with a ball and chain attached to her ankle. Replicating them felt unnatural, counter-intuitive. My legs kept reverting to their usual speed, my arms to their free flow. There was no time to study my guardian’s brutish techniques. I needed to get back in shape, and fast. After today, there would be no excuses for abstaining from violence.

My damn foot slipped on the damp ground. No more running away! I want blood! I need to go to war! I screamed internally, hacking away at the grass blades. I stopped abruptly, grasping my wrist. Looking around, I feared Carys would be there, her arms crossed, shaking her head at me. But it was only the river and me.

Would Carys teach me? No, no! I could not foster that dream. Though she did say that her cargo either knew how to fight or would learn...

Carys believed she was better than me; I must throw her off her phony pedestal. Show her that I could fight. That I knew how to kill. Tomorrow. I washed Keris and my face in the river. Then I returned to the camp to get some sleep.
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Beauty surrounded me, nudging me with radiant colours, but I could not appreciate any of it. Pleasantries poorly covered the animosity between my guardian and that weed of Demeter. It gladdened me to see that Carys shared my acrimony, though it enraged me that she had chosen that moment to practise her diplomacy. Would the Seed’s pig have been a man before? Carys should reconsider her suggestion to eat it.

Or, better yet, they could all go to Hades! As the three eminent Olympian lickspittles talked business, I all but stormed out of the backyard, surprised to not find any fire pools in my wake. No one followed me. I doubted they even noticed I was gone. I was just cargo, after all. After I killed the man in the village, I thought—oh, stupid! Fuck Valentin. Fuck Dahlia. And fuck Carys too!

A musical bubble enveloped my head, preventing my anger from bursting. Looking inside one of the hundreds of rooms, I found the young man who had tried to captivate Carys with his kithara. I had listened to the instrument twice before, and none of the others had carried a melody as he did. An annoyed smile tugged at the edges of my lips.

In the next room, I found a minimalistic painting of what I first assumed was a barbed wire. Then I realised it was a thread, thin and pellucid, full of unravelled knobs across its length. Before melancholy could take root, I proceeded for the next door. Once again, I paused.

At the centre of the room stood a magnificent statue of two male warriors, one slightly taller than the other. They wore classical Ellinikós armour and bore spears. One of them also carried a helmet, while the second had its arm slung across the other’s shoulder. They smiled in a boyish, cheery way.

Achilles and Patroclus. A resident of the island had drawn the two, passing the picture around like an example of true Love, inspiration for our hearts. And a consolation of the future that awaited Twin Souls. I had no patience for such sappy crap.

Wait a moment... Being under Apollo’s roof was tempting my creativity. Recalling the island led me to recall Nadia. How easily she summoned fire. Out of all her lessons, that one was my favourite, even though I could only burn tiny leaves. But that may be all I need right now.

Outside, the painters were still painting, and the musicians were still composing their music. Boring. I had hoped that some of those rebellious soldiers would attack the mansion to avenge their fallen comrades. Well, if you want something done, do it yourself.

I fixed my eyes on the cursed bushes. Nadia told me that the secret of witchcraft was to seek the energy that could be found everywhere in nature and tap into that infinite power. Instead, I let my hate flow through my veins. I imagined the palace going up in flames, the statues disintegrating, Dahlia and Valentin and Carys burning and screaming.

Someone yelped. My eyes were smarting. Only then I noticed the orange snake burrowing across the bushes, ravening every leaf and thorn and flower in its path, leaving a trace of flames in its path.

Dahlia cried then, squealed like her stupid pig as sweat bathed her wild face. Plants thrashed, winds howled, but my flames barely wavered. Unable to contain the force of nature, Dahlia turned her frustration on me.

“You! What sort of witchcraft have you cast against my garden?”

“You’re insane, Dahlia.” Fool, ignorant Carys. “The girl is no—”

“The ashes whisper her name!” When she glared at me again, I smirked. Her anger erupted through her reddened eyes. “I challenge you for a duel to death, witch!”

“She won’t—”

“I accept.”

The daft cow was taken aback by my prompt agreement. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the chance to employ all the phrases I had planned to taunt her with while I skinned her. An explosion took her mind away from our skirmish, and having lost her nerve, she fled.

Carys gripped my wrist and ran as well. Bunch of wimps. I let her take me away, satisfied with what I had accomplished. Away from Apollo’s light, silence stretched between us like limbs in a rack, the cranks turning with each step.

“You were awfully quiet there,” Carys broke first.

“What was I supposed to say?” I huffed. The adrenaline had dwindled, leaving me frustrated for reasons I couldn’t quite comprehend.

“Whatever you wanted.”

“Really?” I stalled as if a wall had blocked my path. An outpouring of grievance burst inside me. Ugly words. Words I had no idea had been brewing inside me. “Do you even know my name? It’s always cargo or girl or some of those awful monikers! I thought the whole reason for this idiotic outfit was to pass me off as a Priestess!”

Carys’ eyes skimmed over me. “For normal people, sure. But don’t go thinking you can deceive a high-ranked Prodigy and a Seed of Demeter.”

My residual exasperation came out in a grunt. I spun on my heels, intending on getting away from Carys. But she stomped past me and blocked my path, not like a wall but a mountain.

“Do you want to know what would’ve happened if I introduced you as a Priestess? As my partner? They’d have grilled you about who you are, where you come from, and you can bet they’d want a demonstration of your powers—the powers you don’t have! Now suppose I told them about our contract. What do you think would’ve happened then? I might as well be a rose in Dahlia’s fucking garden by now, and Aphrodite knows what they’d do to you! What they think about you means nothing! Don’t you see that through their indifference and their scorn is how I’m protecting you? Just for you to go there and accept Dahlia’s combat challenge!”

I felt myself sinking in those blue lakes but couldn’t tear my eyes away. “I could not let her defame me.” Modesty and a pinch of guilty helped me sound all the more like the innocent sheep. Carys’ eyes softened. Too easy.

I questioned her about the Society of Apollo and our goals, pretending nothing had happened. Heading into war, then. Sweet as. We walked away, smoke on our back and blood in front of us.


By the Roses of Spring and by Maidenhood

I kicked Carys. My tests were getting bolder, edging on dangerous territory. I wouldn’t be surprised if she made me spit my heart out. Instead, she shoved me into a pile of mud.

Getting my guardian to like me was part of the plan, but the banter between us was effortless. I teased Carys’ intelligence, she threatened to poison me; I told a silly joke, she cursed; nothing Karl would approve of.

As the days passed, I filled pages in my mental notebook with new details about the Carys enigma. She had a clichéd fondness for wine, but what few people knew about was her penchant for cheese. Small singularities that turned Carys Epistro’phia from a legend to a mortal girl. Her Spartan gait—unlike the sashay of other Priestesses—quietly relaxed when surrounded by nature. Vehement hand gestures when discoursing on topics that one wouldn’t attribute to Aphrodite’s killers, like ancient (and romantic!) literature. Micro expressions that she, so concerned with others’ hearts, forgot to police. And the way she laughed, unrestrained, when I said something silly, her face turning the colour of pomegranates.

I noted all of that while picturing her insides: her heart exposed, crawling to stop; her entrails tumbling down like a waterfall; her naked skull decorating the pommel of my new sword. Those and many other images delighted me, so it was with shock that I felt my stomach contorting as we passed the butcher’s shops of Cosaór.

Hanging from hooks, blood dripping from a gash on their stomachs, were not only Julien’s cousins. On one of the vacant hooks, I saw Carys. Impaled by the throat in endless suffering, her belly—the same belly I had stabbed—eviscerated. Beside her was me, silver goblet in hand, toasting with her blood and slurping it.

For the first time, the image made me nauseous.

Maybe it was that unforeseen reaction that made me hold Carys’ hand tighter than necessary as we approached the Valley of Happiness, trying to not get trampled while keeping her safe. How ironic. Carys safe, with me. Me, whose sole purpose was to break her heart and use it as a fountain of youth.

Those thoughts split me. I was torn between my two halves, their rugged edges bruised. When the hand grabbed my inattentive wrist and yanked me away from my guardian, I considered if it wasn’t a message from Olympus to resolve my dilemma.

Unfortunately, it was just an amateur bandit. He didn’t pay attention as I fumbled around my waist in search of Keris. Upon finding it, I wrenched my wrist from his weak fingers. When he turned his outrageous mug to me, my sword sliced through his neck, so emaciated that the blade scratched his trachea.

He collapsed, agonising like a fish out of the water. I kneeled beside him, watching his vitality draining away in his rosy blood. It had been too easy, which might explain why I took no satisfaction from the kill. As I stood there, quite fordone with that lawless place, I pondered whether Carys had noticed my absence or if, when she did, she would shrug and resume her lonely road.

I had barely contemplated those possibilities when the echo of her heels lifted my eyes from the corpse to the bloodied woman on her knees at the alley’s entrance.

She looked hurt, which was not a good sign when it came to beings gifted with the fastest regeneration after the Gods. Our eyes locked, and her blue irises sharp like a polished diamond. Rickety legs carried her to me. Her hands, as she groped my face for scratches, were icy cold.

“I’m fine, Carys. But you’re bleeding.”

She examined her clothes, the purple drenched in scarlet. “I think I killed around fifty people at once.” She smiled.

“All that for me?”

“I couldn’t let someone steal my treasure.”

I tried to imagine what level of power Carys had conjured to kill half a hundred people in a single strike. It was beyond everything I had seen Priestesses doing. And she did that for me.

As we walked away from the Valley, Carys’ words sounded an octave higher; she didn’t realise she was almost singing when she repeated instructions for us to leave that place. She could fool everyone with her killer act and pungent voice. Everyone except me. I was entering her world, unaware of how I had got in or if I wanted to lodge there but unwilling to leave.

A landau drove past us in all its pomp. The coachman wrinkled his nose up in suspicion, his passengers safe inside the luxurious cabin.

“How did you like the fiacre we travelled in?” I asked as the landau disappeared into the green horizon.

“Why this question now?” She tried to isolate herself.

“Better late than never...” And I brought her back.

“The cigars were quite good.”

“Oh, the smell was decidedly yummy!” Which reminded me... I sniffed the air, tracking Carys’ blood emanation. I had grown so used to it that I’d probably miss it if she lost the aura.

“Thank you, by the way. You didn’t need to stand up for me. But you did, and I wasn’t even your responsibility yet.”

“That Karl is a shitbag. Why was he smothering you like that?”

I sighed. Well, wasn’t I who was trying to reinforce the bridge between us? “He never let me do much. It was dangerous, he said. Could be lethal. I had to sit in my corner, waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“That we found someone to take me. We tried before, with other Priestesses. It didn’t... work out.” I paused, assessing the field I was walking in to avoid stepping into a hole. Depending on how influential Carys was in the Order, she might’ve heard about the Priestess who took a hammer to the head. But maybe Lyssa was so embarrassed she didn’t warn her sisters of the treacherous girl. Carys said nothing, waiting for me to go on, and I rewarded her attention. “You are different from the others. I knew it as soon as I met you. You don’t bend to anyone. None of the others gave me a weapon.”

Steel prickled my finger, and I realised I was caressing Keris again.

“They were stupid. They made you an anchor instead of an oar, forgetting that getting to the destination matters as much to the deliverer as it does to the cargo. And if there’s one thing I learned about you, girl, is that you’re not made of glass.”

Carys didn’t turn to me when she spoke, but I could swear her eyes were shining brighter. I almost convinced myself I had imagined it, but now, sitting at a table in that beige pub, with an acidic cube of cheese in my mouth and the glass of wine between my fingers, the glow resurfaced and did not go away.

We were laughing. I could not tell why, only that it spread a pleasant, unfamiliar warmth over my chest. We drank more, and when our glasses emptied, Carys ordered another bottle.

“What’re we celebrating?” I asked. Carys gulped down her fourth or fifth glass.

“Rule number one, girl: we don’t need an excuse to drink wine.”

“Okay.” I sipped from my glass, bashful, and it was not a fabrication. That dose tasted more bitter than the last, though it might’ve been my fledgling liver conspiring against me. I didn’t want to stop drinking. “What other rules do you have in your book?”

“Well, for starters, you must never walk unarmed,” Carys enumerated with her fingers. “If you find an apple near a myrtle tree, never eat it. Never have sex with poets. Don’t trust doctors.” She flipped a cube of cheese inside her mouth. “Don’t fall in Love. That’s the stupidest thing you could ever do. Or should I tell you to fall in Love? Because if you do, they’ll pay me to pacify you.”

“Maybe you won’t need to pacify any more after you deliver me.”

“Yeah...”

Maybe you won’t need to worry about anything any more after you deliver me.

“What happened to the other Priestesses?” Carys asked, licking one finger after another with plump, rosy lips. I downed a full glass.

“The first was the most cowardly girl I’ve ever seen. One night, she waited for me to fall asleep, then ran off.”

“A lot of my sisters could fit into this description.”

“Do a lot of them have blonde hair and blue eyes?”

“If her name starts with C, I don’t want to hear another word.”

A cruel smile spread across my lips. I wish Chanté would enter through that door. Her face upon seeing us together would be priceless. Then, we could team up to tie her up and dismember her piece by piece!

“What about the other?” Carys prompted. I shook my head, dissolving the splendid images.

“She was a brute. And a clown.” The words bubbling up smelled of alcohol. “She got furious with me for something I hadn’t done. So, after she drank a wine cellar in a single day, I... I dropped her hammer on her head. And then I shot her.”

I cringed, unsure of what possessed me to confess all that. I looked down at the liquid, blaming its nefarious influence. What if Carys leapt at me with her dagger in hand? I wouldn’t even have time to process the movement.

Instead, Carys snorted with laughter, an unholy sound that made me dizzier. She propped her elbows on the table, chewing on another cube of acidic cheese, contemplating me. I cast quick glances up and down, unable to centre on her.

“Lyssa?” she asked. I nodded my head in agreement.

“She talked about you. In her sleep, I mean.” My voice lowered as if my organism was getting ready to hibernate. “She said she wanted to...”

“Fuck me?”

“In more details than I care to remember.”

Heat cascaded down my cheeks to the rest of my body when Carys stretched a hand across the table and touched my fingers.

“Tah very much,” she said, so silky I wanted to cry.

“F-for what?”

“For killing her for me.”

She pulled her hand back. I covered the fingers she had touched, wanting to claw at them but unable to. Gathering enough courage, I looked up at her. Carys was in the same position, fixed on me like a predator who was playing with its prey. The image of my guardian blurred. Her form burst into soap bubbles. Then my chin hit the table.
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Awareness sprang at me like a bucket of freezing water. When I tried to move, my heavy body tumbled to the side, a stranded wale pathetically trying to return to the sea. For ghastly seconds, I thought I was adrift in my little boat, and my whole life in Haillikós had been a fever dream. My throat was dry, and the sound of water lapped against my eardrums.

But the object where I lay was soft and wider than the torturous floor of the boat. A queen-sized bed. Inside a plush bedroom. How did I get here? I struggled to remember, but the minimum mental effort sent needles through my brain.

Straw-coloured walls surrounded the bed with a confusion of sheets and quilts atop. Amethyst light spilt in through an oval window, highlighting motes around an armchair. Melted wax wreathed a plated sconce. I got up and peered out the window, recognising the redolence of milk and the rounded roofs of the Cheese Empire.

Cheese... wine... my chin on the table. Memories sewed themselves into a tangled fabric. My head was throbbing like a bitch. The wine couldn’t have been the sole culprit for that embarrassment. I didn’t drink like a Priestess, but I wasn’t a novice either.

That wet sound soaked my thoughts again, accompanied by a crisp, clean smell. It was running water. A waterfall? The stupidity of such an assumption stunned me. It was too close to be a waterfall. It was in the next room.

I peeked around the corner. A small corridor produced a passage to a chamber that was supposed to be private but had no doors. A large bathtub occupied most of the room. Inside it, I found my guardian, filling a bucket with water and pouring it over her disastrous red mane, her face polished by an expression of delight. Hundreds of droplets ran down her chest, her thighs, disappearing down her knees, the rest of her blocked by the tub.

Vertigo descended upon me, and I gripped the wall with such strength I worried my fingers would break. The corset, I was forced to admit, had little to do with her statuesque figure. Without the attire, Carys actually looked taller and stronger—like a warrior, no longer a mere whore in service of Aphrodite!

Sensing more than seeing her moving, I gathered my tattered dignity and ran back to the bedroom, jumping into bed and under the quilts. Water continued to splash, and my brain continued to imagine its trajectory. Softening her hair, massaging her chest, licking her legs—

I clutched the bedrest and bashed my head against it. My brain tumbled around my skull and bile stinking of vomit and wine rippled up my throat. Those were bearable. Fucking Heart Magic! Beryl warned me they had passive effects, she just didn’t say they were so disgusting!

Carys appeared with a towel wrapped around her still-wet body. I snatched the blankets, wrapping them around myself, afraid she could see my nakedness despite my clothes.

“Well, well, bore da, Porthos,” she greeted me with a bigger smile than the morning called for. She must’ve picked up on something. Damn it! Have I already mentioned how much I loathed Heart Magic? She pointed at my forehead. “What happened there?”

“A nightmare.”

“Huh. Is your head, by any chance...”

“Yes, I saw you in the bath, but it was an accident, I’m sorry!”

Carys raised an eyebrow at my flustered confession. “I was going to ask if your head was drowsy. And you could’ve joined me.”

My pupils jumped so high I was surprised they didn’t hit one of Aphrodite’s stars. “J-joined you?”

“Have you never been to a public bath?”

“No...”

“I should’ve expected that.” Carys rummaged through her bag and gave me a rose petal. “Chew on it. After you blacked out yesterday, and now with your nightmare, I bet your head’s pig’s trotters.”

She was right, though for the wrong reason.

Giving her a wide berth, I placed the petal on my tongue and made my way to the lavatory. My haste to leave the room clouded the fact that the water would not be my friend. Carys’ scent permeated the entire room. Under the glaring layer of blood, her skin carried more subtle smells that I was beginning to recognise; a mixture that conjured pictures of verdant cliffs surrounded by crystalline waters, and toppled by white clouds and a magnificent sun.

I laughed at the incoherence of that, agonising over how strained my voice sounded. Carys asked if I was okay, and I shouted an affirmative. I let out a relieved sigh when she didn’t come to check. Sitting at the bottom of the tub to hide my frail musculature, I swallowed the gummy petal, hoping it would cure me of my sickness.


The Muses have filled my Life with Delight

“Do Priestesses get drunk?” I asked after we left the inn that would haunt me for a long time. “I mean, I know Lyssa does, but... is there any rule?”

“The foolish ones—and Lyssa is the queen of the fools—do.”

“You want me to believe that because you’re smarter than them, your organism is not altered by alcohol?”

Carys raised an eyebrow. “What I mean is that none of us needs to get drunk, as long as we know how to juggle alcohol and magic.”

“Useful spell.”

“Aye,” she said, missing the sarcasm. “But I don’t always use it. Sometimes getting bladdered is just what I need.”

I waited for her to continue. She did not. That was the first time Carys shared something personal, something that must matter to her. I was thirsty for more but didn’t press. Instead, I steeled myself to investigate one of the most embarrassing episodes of my life.

“What happened at the pub?”

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

I searched my memory. “You thanked me for killing Lyssa for you...”

Carys threw her head back and laughed. People stared at her, but she didn’t care. And I admired her for it. “Fucking Lyssa. Well, after that, you lay down on the table and started mumbling. You were drunk as a lord, but you still shared one more bottle with me—it’s true that I had to hold your head so it wouldn’t keep falling, but I promise not to tell anyone—and would’ve gulped down another if I were completely irresponsible. Then we left the pub. Or, better saying, I carried you out of the pub, laughing and crying as if the world would suffer another apocalypse. That was tidy! Anyway, I took your arse to the inn and put you to bed. You looked at me and said, in your words, ‘you’re lovely as a lovebird’, then blacked out until this morning.”

Horrified at the recollection, I almost missed the last part. “I said what?”

“I agree it was soppy, but don’t torture yourself over it. I’ve heard worse.”

“I don’t—” The smug smile on her face told me she was playing me, and I was falling right for it. She wouldn’t win that easily. “I mean, you’re not that bad, but there are better options.”

“You know what? I prefer you drunk.”

Oh, that was a blunder I would not make again!

Of all the morning aches, only a small throbbing plagued my temple. With the hood back on my head, an amiable shadow refreshed my face. A cow mooed in a nearby barn, extracting a yawn from me. To my exhausted body, those ten hours of sleep passed like minutes. Half an hour after we left the Cheese Empire—but not its lands, according to Carys—a swathe of land opened before us. Cows grazed on one side, sheep on the other, and buffaloes further ahead in a portion of rangeland enclosed by barbed wire. The day’s walk promised to be long. Oh, if I could lie down on that lush grass for a few minutes...

Someone granted my wish.

A leg tangled around my calf and pulled the ground from under me. There was no time to cry before my bottom got smashed against the soil that had looked so much softer seconds ago.

“What was the reason for that?”

Carys, her arms crossed over her chest, stared down at me as if I had failed an important trial.

“We must work on your balance,” she said. “Get up.”

I did as she commanded—only to be knocked back down. “Why are you doing this?” I snarled.

“I’m surprised you haven’t been killed before. Or were all your opponents sleeping?” It was an acid criticism, but not devoid of humour. Carefully, I pushed against the ground. When Carys attacked, I escaped her leg—only to be caught by a shove.

The earth approached with deadly speed; I could hear the cracking sound my skull would sing. But before the tragedy concluded, my guardian grabbed me by the collar. She held me suspended in mid-air, my heels balancing precariously on the ground.

“There’s a lot to improve, but at least you’re a quick learner,” she said, a sadistic smile playing at the corner of her lips.

Carys slid the bag off her shoulders and stripped off her overcoat. A light pink, almost white long-sleeved shirt encased what I knew to be vigorous arms. I blinked in disorientation as I realised that was the first time I saw her without the overcoat—that is, without the overcoat while wearing the rest of her clothes.

“Take off your coat.”

Shaking myself out of the diverging thoughts, I obeyed her, placing my overcoat haphazardly above hers, forming a remarkable purple gradient above the viridescent vegetation.

“Spread your feet apart.” Carys showed me the position, and I imitated her. “A little past the waist, never past the shoulder, remember that. Good. Now bend your knees just the slightest. There, that’s it.” She poked my calf with her boot. “Put the same weight on both legs. Good.”

I had no idea what “good” meant. Carys circled me. I kept my eyes straight, trying to ignore the tickles provoked by her analytical gaze. Did it require all that time to evaluate my posture? Patience, Ishana. Patience was part of a warrior’s skill set. Then her knee nudged my arse, and it took all my willpower not to hop away and erase my progress.

“No prancing during fights. Leave it to the likes of Lyssa.”

I bit my lips to prevent a laugh. Adjusting my stance, I did my best to ignore the intimidating burn on my bottom.

Without warning, Carys used another sweep kick. My balance quaked, but I held on to it.

“Da iawn!” She patted me on the shoulder. Then she assumed a posture similar to mine, but more aggressive. “Now, I’m going to punch your face.”

Carys didn’t give me time to fully comprehend her instruction. Instinct took over and pushed me to the side. Her fist grazed my cheek in a modest but stinging sample of her steel knuckles. A tooth groaned in agony. I looked at her, shocked. Carys was smiling, her hands still balled into menacing fists.

“I’m coming for you.”

And she came, throwing jabs, linking hooks, launching uppercuts. There was no flourishing; her assault was ruthless, giving me no room to breathe or calculate. My dodges were clumsy; I blocked her fists with my own arms, which hurt as much as if she had landed the hit. Emboldened by a competitive fury, I counter-attacked with a blind, feeble slap that struck her chest. Carys stared at me with a pained expression, though I knew it was just surprise. I smirked. Then, I went for her.

It ended five gruelling minutes later when Carys connected a blow to my jaw. I fell on my butt, and this time I couldn’t get back up. The lower half of my head burned as if I had washed it with acid. Afraid to touch it, I licked the insides of my cheeks, tasting the cloying tang of my blood.

Carys kneeled in front of me. “Did you like it?”

I got cramps in my legs. Cuts adorned my knuckles. My legs were shaking. Blood oozed from my stuporous lips. “When can we do it again?” Oh, fuck. Speaking hurt like hell.

“Your mandible is dislocated,” Carys explained. “I can fix it.”

Despite the agony, I refused. I lifted my chin the maximum I could without straining it. Carys understood.

She got up and offered me a hand that I gladly accepted. “We can continue later.”

She was flushed; I was pleased to notice that the exercise had been good for her as well. I tugged at her arm. “This means,” I forced myself to say. My voice sounded weird, like a baby playing with its first phrases. “You train me?”

“I already bought you a sword, didn’t I? Let’s see you reach your full potential.”

I nodded, my broken mandible not damping my enthusiasm. Realising I was still holding her hand, I dropped it.

The buffaloes, previously distracted by their pond, were watching us. I remembered the warrioress and her apprentice training in the open; the way the girl sweated, committed to making her mentor proud. How the two, despite their difference in status, connected through their Love of fighting, of adrenaline; of each other’s presence.

“If you can stay on your foot after receiving a headbutt from one of those, I’ll consider your training over,” Carys teased, having already moved a few steps away.

I rolled my eyes, running to catch up with her.

A sword, a warrior to guide me. Two things that inhabited my dreams ever since I set foot in Haillikós. Two things that seemed more and more impossible as the years dragged by. Now I had them. Excited by that addition to my journey, I wondered what it would be like to fight side by side with Carys. For real. Help her in a contract, perhaps.

While it didn’t happen, I devoted myself to her instructions, struggling to not make my excitement too obvious.

After improving my balance, Carys diversified my training routine with physical exercises and “bloodless duels,” as she dubbed them, although they were rarely bloodless. Sword training was the main course. The anarchist in me feared that Carys would fault the dynamics and dirty tricks I learned in the arenas. Instead, she allowed me to use whatever tactics I had at my disposal. Time and again, she would point out defects and suggest improvements, but she never tried to mould me to her ways. Maybe because, from what I observed, Carys’ discipline was bloodlust. Violence compelled her even in training. She hit hard and mercilessly, pounding my weak spots to toughen them. And every one of her hits motivated me.

I was not a soldier trained by a general. I was a warrior, free, sovereign. When we were in the field, studying each other’s movements with ferocious eyes, our blades winking at each other, my life felt almost complete.

But no amount of training could have prepared me for the contract. As Carys explained the plan, it was as if she was offering me a gift. Paint me with blood? Scare arseholes as a spirit of revenge? Perfect!

Then she shoved me under the cow’s stomach. Viscera rained down on me in a torrent. The putrid taste of death soused my lungs. I cursed Carys, the cow, myself. I shivered as if my spirit tried to escape its carnal nightmare but was trapped in the viscous substance.

Heart Magic. Every muscle throbbed in revolt against its presence. It flooded my veins and rushed to my brain. My vision was a crimson blur. I moved half-conscious, my corrupted form wandering from room to room, inspiring fear and amassing screams.

One woman begged for mercy for her children. Cries of “demon,” “monster,” and “witch” ricocheted on the walls. Gunshots missed the phantom they tried to kill. A man hurled a plate at me; it would’ve shattered in my face if the blood suspended around me like a living cape hadn’t destroyed it. Beholding such indestructible power, he fled downstairs, losing his foot on the last step and smearing the floor with his brains.

Nothing could touch me. I barely perceived the ground I walked in.

A gooey explosion of brain and bones. Then silence reigned over the haunted Greywood land.

Stunned, I tried to imagine my parents’ reaction to seeing me like that, a fountain of blood in the shape of a girl.

“Oh, I see. You’d rather I was like your other nannies. Don’t walk alone, Ishana, it’s dangerous! Don’t look at the sky, Ishana, you might get scared! Don’t eat that, princess, it might poison you! Stay here, sit down, get up; here, put on this leash!”

I found Carys wearing a splendid scarlet dress. My anxiety had gained voice without me realising it. She joked, but there was a shadow over her eyes that shamed me in a way that my family’s reaction never did; never could. The mist was lifting; I was drowsy but had my wits with me again. If that small, indirect taste of Heart Magic caused such a furore in me, it wasn’t surprising that so many Priestesses were driven mad.

“Is that what you prefer?” Carys insisted. I looked at my pathetic hands, shaking my head. She walked to me and seized my chin, obliging me to face her. My own ghosts. “Say it.”

What would my family think of me? I did not care. The blood that baptised me did not run in their veins.

“I prefer you,” I said. Leaves ruffled as if I had whispered a divine secret to mortal ears.
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“You sleep here. We leave tomorrow.”

The narrow mattress looked as appealing as a bed of thorns.

“What about you?” I asked, hoping, with much dread, that we could share the bed.

“I prefer to sleep under the stars.”

Carys went outside, leaving me alone. I fumbled in the dark until my hands met the chill steel of the headrest. Rusty legs shrieked with my weight and squeaked with my slightest movement. I wondered where Carys had settled in, and whether she was asleep by now. She must be exhausted after performing a Heart Magic show. I sighed; the bed creaked. I threw the blanket over me, but the cold refused to renounce its claim on my bones.

Exhaling a shuddering breath, I retrieved the pendant from my shirt’s pocket. A convenient, hidden lateral pocket that Carys hadn’t noticed. She surely hadn’t suspected when I surreptitiously changed the cursed object from my ragged clothes to my new ones.

Looking at those three people in the painting, I struggled to attach a concrete sense to that famous, unbecoming concept: “family.” I liked to say that I belonged to the silver-haired ethnicity, a group of normal human beings who attained mythological status by virtue of atavistic fables, and of those, very few members were known to me. In short, their portrait was nothing but grey blurs in the halls of my mind. But that empty space, the scar where someone’s face should be, was taking definite form. I had not opened the doors; I had not invited her in. And yet, Carys was the most substantial symbol to ever represent the idea of family.

A companion instead of a blood receptacle. Carys would never donate her blood for free, and I would not dare to ask her to do so. Nor would the famished people be satisfied with a few drops of blood—and my intuition told me that Carys’ would be sweet as honey, while the captives’ was sour, rotten. Everything rotted on the Island of Venus.

Once more, the image of the warrioress and her apprentice caught me off-guard. On the day I watched them, the frail girl had landed a few imprecise blows with her wooden sword. I doubted she would ever win a friendly duel.

Looking through the foggy mirror that reflects our memories back to the present, I confronted the possibility that the warrior did not mind having a squire who would never rise above mediocrity.

No one wants you, a distant, cavernous voice spoke. Tiberius wouldn’t let me fight, and Beryl sent me away. Milos lived in constant fear I’d best him. Karl and the other Priestesses wanted to dump me as soon as possible. They didn’t matter; I gave zero fucks for them. And Carys is doing this for the gold. She cares only about the treasure to which you are the key.

That could be true, but on that freezing night, the greedy facts did not matter. I painted myself red and pretended to be a ghost. For a few hours, I could pretend the gold did not exist, the island did not exist.

Accepting that I wouldn’t find rest in that bed, I got up. I tiptoed outside the room, my steps concealed by snoring. Hoping that the door was quieter than the bed, I cracked a gap and squeezed through.

“Fleas on the blankets?” The voice made my sneaky heart leap. I followed it, finding Carys lying next to the wall of my borrowed bedroom, using her bag as a pillow. Her eyes were closed, and yet not even a cat would pass unnoticed.

“After sleeping so many days under Aphrodite’s gaze, I’m afraid beds have fallen out of habit,” I told a half-truth.

Carys sat up. I thought I saw a twist to the corner of her lips, but their natural redness had palled after the day’s exertion, muddying her expressions.

“Make yourself comfortable.” She gestured to the space around her, passing me my blanket. I draped it around my shoulders and sat cross-legged in front of her.

“Do you still have that jar of honey?”

She opened her mouth to say something, probably to tease me... then, recalling our tasteless dinner, she rummaged around in her bag and tossed the jar to me. “You are.”

“I’m what?” I asked when she didn’t continue. But Carys waved her hand in dismissal, and I concluded it was another one of her odd regionalisms.

Moving my interest back to the jar, I unscrewed the lid and dug two fingers in the syrupy, delicious substance.

“Do you want bread or something?” Carys asked.

Sucking my fingers like a baby’s bottle, I returned a grimace. “Not very lady-like of me, eh?”

“Definitely not.”

“Do you... want a taste?” Why did such a simple question sound so wrong?

Carys twitched her nose. I offered her the jar and she stretched out an arm. But her hand missed the pot and traced a finger down the sides of my lips, where I could feel a viscous trace. She collected the elusive drop and unceremoniously brought it to her mouth.

“Did you like it?” I asked, unnecessarily nervous.

She shrugged. “I don’t have a sweet tooth.”

She lay back down. Gathering another mouthful of honey, I stored the jar away. I sprawled beside Carys, staring at the radiant moon, glad that I had come outside. It wasn’t always that I was graced with such a splendid view, and tonight, her abundant light was a soothing gift.

“She’s lovely, isn’t she?”

“Who?” Carys asked. She had been looking at the sky as well, but her object of contemplation was another. “Oh. Aye, she has her talents.”

I accommodated myself until my shoulder touched Carys’. She neither flinched nor moved away, so I kept still as well. Above us, the shadow of a yew’s small canopy blanketed us, a scent of wet wood settling gently over the honey’s spice. Closing one eye, I filled my line of sight with the moon. I reached up, her radiance seeping through my fingers.

“I wish I could touch her.”

Carys snorted. “You’d piss off a God or two.”

I closed my hand, capturing the moon in my fist. “It would be worth it.”


We Two Alone will Sing like Birds in the Cage

The earth was swallowing the castle up. “Castle” was a generous title, really. It was more like a broken toy with scattered pieces, giving a haphazard notion of its original form. A wall stood alone beside a keep, the most intact chunk of the building, and this looked down at a dismembered main building where the residents lived thousands of years ago. Vegetation expanded around the remains. In half a century, Carys predicted, the whole thing would disappear completely. People already didn’t remember its name.

Locals and tourists tracked its tedious disappearance with daily picnics. Among them, a warrior and her apprentice finished their dish of grouse, hard cheese, and red wine (Carys bought a bottle in every city to “contribute to local producers”).

“How do you imagine the palace on your island?”

The question startled me out of the food’s appreciation. Avoid lying to them at all costs. If you do, they will know, and they will kill you. That was the single most important instruction Karl gave me. Give them your opinions, give them your conviction. I had been doing that, and most times it was easy to embellish the lies with enough facts and conjectures that they morphed into truths. But other times, I did not want to lie.

“A hideous, disfigured block of stone,” I answered.

Carys tilted her head to look at me. It lasted a second. Then she turned back to the dying castle and grunted. Like my honest answer, it was a crude sound, divested of niceties and polish. It felt like loosening a hard knot. The rope was still wound around my neck, but it wasn’t as tight.

As we distanced ourselves from the ruins and into the thickets surrounding the road, Carys asked, “What’s wrong with your feet?”

“Oh,” I moaned stupidly. My tongue was dry as if I had run out of honesty.

“I noticed you don’t look quite comfortable after a few hours of walking. Thought you might be tired, but you seem fine otherwise.”

“I’m sorry. I promise I’ll do better.”

Carys broke her stride, and like a horse guided by a charioteer, my legs halted as well. “I’m not criticising you. I’m asking if there’s anything I can do to help.”

Beholding the tenderness in her baby blue eyes made me plunk down on a stone.

“I told you how I spent years alone. How I travelled through not-so-nice places,” I said. “Once, I found myself in a quite rough area in the Tiara. I hadn’t eaten for days. My clothes were in tatters.” Picturing myself back then revived phantom pains. “I walked for... hell, I don’t know for how long, but I arrived at this village before passing out. I was out for days, and when I woke up, my feet were bandaged, crooked. The woman who took me in said there had been no flesh on them when they rescued me.”

Carys placed a hand over mine. Her touch gave me the awareness that I was hyperventilating and the impetus to control myself.

“I’m afraid you suffered an inaccurate regeneration.”

“Inaccurate regeneration?”

Carys offered me a sad smile. “It’s rare, but it happens. I assume you kept walking until you blacked out?” I nodded, gobsmacked. “You were pretty much acting against your regeneration. It tried to restore you, but you kept renewing the damage. What must’ve happened is some of your bones got fractured, and after hours of grinding, in their hurry to heal, they fused together. It became a comfortable position for them, so your organism assumed this was the normal structure.”

The phalanges of my fingers were white with how much I squeezed them. Regeneration wasn’t so fabulous, after all.

“I knew a Priestess who spent months with a slack arm before she figured out why,” Carys told me. And in her story, I heard a glimpse of hope.

“Are you telling me there’s a way to fix this?” Her lips shut in a tight line. I gripped her wrist. “Tell me. Can you do it? You said you wanted to help me.”

She moistened her lips. Looked back to the tip of the keep. “It would require breaking your bones and using Heart Magic to set them right.”

Instinctively, I pulled my legs closer to me, away from Carys. She smiled, dejected and allayed. Nothing would give me more relief than pretending we never had this conversation. Carys would never bring it up again. But for how long would that relief last? From here to eternity, my feet would torment me, a tireless reminder of how crippled I was when I landed in Haillikós. All because my family had disposed of me.

“Warriors are forged by pain,” I declared as I took off my boots and stockings.

Carys’ scowl softened but didn’t disappear. For a moment, I expected her to refuse. Then she straightened. Colour returned to her pasty cheeks. Before I lost my courage, I slid down the stone and stretched out, handing myself over to Carys’ surgical aptitudes. Somewhere beside me, I heard her dagger scraping on the sheath. Inclining my head, I found her with the blade inches from her thumb.

“What are you doing?”

“My blood can function as anaesthesia,” she said, dagger lingering. “If you accept to drink a few drops.”

Despite having drunk half a bottle of wine and still tasting the grapes on my gums, my mouth was suddenly dry. I nodded, pressing my head flat against the ground again. An incandescent red crest hovered above me. Carys showed me her thumb, a crimson ribbon adorning her finger. From it sneaked a thin string. I licked it away before it smudged her palm.

“You’re going to need to ingest a bit more for the desired effect,” she said, sober as never before.

“Guess I’ll make the sacrifice.” I replicated her serious tone to moderate success.

To be fair, her blood was no ambrosia. It smelled of rust and tasted of raw meat. Almost like Asherah’s or Lyssa’s. Almost. There was a subtle astringency, a distinguished piquancy. It stuck to my teeth and to the roof of my mouth, my throat rejoicing in the aftertaste.

When Carys brushed my lips with her thumb, I took her whole finger into my mouth. Her blood trickled into me, the cut too narrow for anything but that homoeopathic dose. Her pad glided gently from one side of my teeth to the other, smearing them. After an unknown amount of time, she gasped, and I released her.

The incision had already been stitched up. How long ago, I wondered?

“It should take effect immediately,” Carys said, moving down to my feet, and as she receded from sight, the reality of what was about to happen crashed down on me.

It’s okay, it’s okay, I repeated. My body was relaxed, my mouth numb. I reassured myself that I wouldn’t feel anything; Carys would break the afflicted bones, they’d heal back to their natural shape, and we’d be gone in an hour, maximum two. Freedom of movement was within reach!

There was a tingle in one of my feet, like ants walking on my soles. It continued, and I wondered if Carys was tickling me. I giggled through clenched teeth. See? Easy and funny.

“Are you ready?” Carys asked.

“Su—”

Pain lacerated through my vocal cords. I gagged on a scream, and it turned into bile, into blood. My left ankle splintered. My entire leg up to my thigh cracked. Forms and shapes warped, disfiguring the world.

“Ishana, are you with me? Ishana? Goddess...” I must have managed a nod, for Carys uttered Aphrodite’s title in a palliative breath. “As I suspected, your metatarsal bones were impaired, causing a series of problems in your walking and balance, as well as giving your feet that crooked appearance you mentioned.”

Her voice was strained, but hearing it was a remedy. I passed my tongue across my gums, unsure if the blood I tasted was mine, Carys’, or a mixture of both.

“It’s healing nicely. Good. Just one more.”

This time, screams erupted from my throat, choking me with smoke and flames, ringing as loudly in my ear as the literal bone-shattering blast of my feet getting crushed.

The upper half of my body was bereft of blood as all restorative cells marshalled to combat that confusing enemy. Moving my arms was an unattainable effort. My fingers scratched the earth, desperate to dig a way out. If this was the anaesthetized pain, I lacked the power to imagine what it would be like without Carys’ blood.

“It’s nearly over. Hold on for a little longer. You’re doing great, my girl.”

Puncturing through the absurd pain, a smile blossomed on my scabby lips. “You didn’t reckon I could bear it,” I slurred.

“Not everyone would have the courage or the fortitude.”

“Are you proud?”

“Very proud.”

Blotches of red ink obscured my sight. A burning sensation lingered on my soles. Around my ankles, needles plunged in and out of my sensitive skin. Despite all that, the anguish diluted as my cells accomplished their function. Walking was no longer a lost ability, but a faculty I would soon recover. Probably not in two hours, but... soon.

Carys lay by my side. Propping her head in one hand, she studied my sweaty face. “You’ll be alright,” she said, removing damp hairs from my eyes and mouth.

“May I... have some more?” I asked, ashamed of my condition, ashamed of naming my need.

Carys understood. She retrieved the dagger, the blade fluctuating like a beam of light. Instead of going for her thumb, she went for her wrist. I watched in slow motion as her skin split open in a fine, elegant slit. The blood remained obediently inside her until she presented her exposed veins to my mouth.

Her essence sluiced into me, sloshing out the corners of my lips. My parched throat quickly absorbed it all, welcoming the abundance. Flavour walloped my brain, making me forget the post-surgical throes. I was wrong. Carys tasted nothing like Asherah or Lyssa. Their blood was bland, meaningless. I could identify Carys by taste alone. By scent. And by touch. I recognised her leg pressing against mine; her fingers pressing against the sides of my stomach.

After the initial gush, the blood stopped flowing of its own accord, and I had to suck. Somehow, that made it taste better, like juice bursting from a ripe apple.

A moan penetrated my ear and propagated around my body like a piano note filling an empty room. It was a strange sound, though not unfamiliar. I heard it many times before on the streets, from the women I gave pleasure to.

I sucked harder, rubbing my teeth against Carys’ mellow skin.

Lips pressed against my neck, rising and falling in synchrony with my muscles as I swallowed. My eyes fluttered shut. I tilted my head back. Her tongue traced my pulsing jugular, and I squeezed her arm with both hands, desperate to get under her skin; to more than drink, to soak myself up in Carys’ life elixir.

With one last groan that was equal parts frustration and liberation, blood stopped flowing. I lapped at craggy skin. Opening my eyes, I was glad to find my vision stable, disencumbered with haunting images. Carys rested on my shoulder, her frizzed hair hooding her face, the red threads agitated by her breathing. I inspected the damage. A frayed line persisted where the dagger had burrowed. Around it was engraved a set of teeth marks.

I released her arm. As it fell in a dramatic arc, so did Carys tumble on her back. Lost in the dark blue seams of the clouds, we remained in contemplative silence. My lips and their surroundings were tacky. The upper row of my teeth glued to the lower one; if I had a mirror, I’d see a satiated crimson smile.

I groped the earth. Finding what I was looking for, I let my hand rest over Carys’. Her weary muscles twitched, and I expected her to would pull away. Instead, she twisted her hand until our fingers entwined.


Of Every Grief in Heart, She with Thee doth Bear a Part

Red stripes scarred the clouds as if Zeus’ thunderbolts had killed flocks of despairing birds, and their blood froze in space. Typhon must’ve opened his hundred dragon mouths, their torrid breath shrouding the village in mist. Houses blurred; the inhabitants turned into ghosts. Aphrodite’s stars flamed red, her weeping eyes glistening in what could be fury or compassion. Comprehending her motives was trickier than I had assumed.

After being exiled from the Island of Venus, I was eager to experience another war. Eternity was a long time, so I was bound to someday witness another large-scale confrontation. Two disasters in less than five years were beyond lucky, though. And the Tiara’s war was worse than anything I had seen during the invasion of the Island of Venus. Decay, treachery, society’s civilised costumes tore apart—I could stay here for a little while.

My parents always professed that the Order of Aphrodite was the most pernicious institution in the world; a depraved base for a society that was fated to collapse. And while no one could deny that Priestesses were crooked, humanity was quite efficient in tearing itself apart without their intervention. Even among the Cultists were worse batches. The Champions were rabid dogs without a leash. The Grey Eyes were pretentious, uptight maniacs who disguised their savagery under the pretence of morality.

And Carys... I glanced at the closed door, feeling my cheeks warming up. That unbelievable drongo actually carried armour in her bag! Once, I had seen a corpse with a missing jaw. I must’ve looked like him as I picked the armour pieces and helped Carys become a walking amethyst, a metallic rose, the noblest of Aphrodite’s knights.

Ineffable energies layered her cuirass as if it had been painted with the blood of Lovers, creating a magnetism that both repelled and attracted me. Then the glamour soured as the rose’s thorns struck me with a ray of lucidity: that sublime armour could be mine. After Carys was captured, I’d inherit everything that belonged to her.

Spilling blood always helped. I needed to raise my body count to lift this weight from my consciousness.

I put the comb away and returned to the room.

Carys was as still as a block of marble. But her eyes were wide open when I approached and remained thus as I climbed into bed and slipped under the blankets. She was still watching me when I propped my head on my hand and purposefully met her gaze.

My skin crawled with the knowledge that her heavy eyelids refused to close. I wanted to reach out and poke her nose, pull her hair, or do something as crazy. Before I could decide, Carys moved. Sparks burst from where her fingers met my arm, then thundered to the rest of me. It was by pure shock that I remained motionless as her finger moved in that vertical wave.

I forgot I was in a war-dominated territory. The revolution suddenly seemed meaningless. Thousands of deaths became more futile than they already were. Outside those walls, Haillikós might as well have turned into a desert. And in that desert, the dunes propagated a tone—thump, thump, thump.

“Can I listen to your heart?” I asked, barely above a whisper, to not disturb the sound.

“Listen to my heart?”

“Yes.”

“I doubt you’ll even hear anything,” Carys said. It wasn’t a refusal.

Gingerly, I placed my ear on her chest, worrying that Heart Magic would silence her pulse to protect her. If her magic had such power, then it considered me a friend.

Notes filled my ears. I was no expert in music, making it impossible for me to read every subtlety and brilliance of the composition. But what they said was true: music was the universal language, and what was the heart if not the primordial instrument from where all other sounds derived? In Carys’ chest, I listened to music that spoke directly to me, inciting my own heart to play its dusty strings.

It was on that night when I accepted that I desired her as my guardian not only for the duration of the contract but for the eternity of our persevering souls.
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Fire arrows flitted with orange wings. Outbursts of violence poisoned the land like one of Apollo’s plagues. We were descending deeper into the murk, conquering our way out of the underworld... or into it? Death was everywhere, and sometimes I could swear I saw red, abysmal eyes watching us from the orbs of corpses, of crows, of the darkness.

Such visions invigorated me. I had Keris, and I finally understood the reason for the undulations. My blade wasn’t content with only stabbing or piercing, no. Any kitchen knife could do that. Boring! The waves serrated my opponents, carving nasty patterns on their flesh with every thrust. When they didn’t die at once, I left them to bleed out as they desperately tried to stench the blood pouring from the gaping wounds. Small and ferocious. Keris suited me just fine!

Battling alongside my guardian was a glorious and painful experience, making me feel like valorous Patroclus fighting side by side with noble... wait, not the best comparison, and their untimely ends were not even the biggest non sequitur.

I wished I could say my dreams came true, and together, Carys and I tore through legions of bucket-heads of blue and yellow banners with our neutral fury, marching across pillars of fire as if our skins were indestructible. Reality was often disappointing.

While other Pantheonic Devotees left us alone, rabid commoners and blood-starved soldiers didn’t care we were Priestesses. We had close encounters. Blades tasted my flesh, though none cut too deep. Carys’ trump card became a vampire, and I had to bring home to her that she would die and leave me alone if she kept using spells. I racked my brains, trying to determine if this was my fault. If I had drunk too much of her precious blood. If that drop of my blood was causing a revolt in her organism. Or if my listening to her heart had caused a terrible side-effect.

Despite those obstacles, our campaign seemed a success. But war was a fickle ocean; the wave that propelled the ship was the same that capsized it.

Ares and his bulls might be smart enough to show reverence to Aphrodite and her Devotees, but someone else went out of her way to ruffle the dove’s feathers.

Princess Briana. Surrounded by so many shades of yellow, it was like her soldiers had thrown up all over her room in their urgency to redecorate it. Looking at her made me sick. She shouldn’t be Aziel’s sister but Milos’s. Her showy, inane bearing, high chin, hair tied back to show all the beauty of her face; one hand on the gilded hilt of the sword, pretending to be the best warrior in the Kingdom. Wait until you see Carys, you phoney golden goose!

To my astonishment, Carys was giving the bastard princess the benefit of her attention. Can’t you see? I wanted to scream. She’s mocking you and you’re fucking applauding! Should I blurt the secret words, take control of Carys’ body, and kill everyone? I’d have done that if Heart Magic was functioning as expected. The way it was, chances are we’d get tangled in the chords of that magical ventriloquism.

The glass of wine trembled in my hands, and I wondered what kind of poison Briana had injected into the bottle. When Carys smiled but didn’t drink it, the pressure threatening to implode my skull eased a tiny fraction. I persuaded myself to remember that my guardian wasn’t totally stupid. And that she was distrustful of royalty.

Do you have a plan to get us out of here? Oh, how I wished the spell allowed us to converse in thoughts.

“Are you taking apprentices, Carys?”

Fuck. Why couldn’t the Princess of Vomit ignore me like Dahlia and Valentin? My eyes met Carys’ in an electrifying understanding that things had just gone to shit.

“Take off the helmet.”

“What?” we cried in unison.

There was no time to act before the helmet was ripped from my head, plucking at least a dozen hairs with it.

“You are precious, my dear,” she said. My cheeks burned with hatred. Millions of ways of torturing and killing her occurred to me. I wasn’t a fool to compare my strength with hers in a duel, but that didn’t mean I’d stay quiet.

“Eat a—”

“Silence.”

Her order was a slap. Carys was not showing signs of life. Briana knew too much about the contract; she knew there was a vast sum for my lying arse. And she had the perfect counterproposal; in the long run, Carys would earn far more gold than she would ever earn with me.

I hated that fucking woman, abhorred that fucking situation. But deep down, I wished Carys would accept Briana’s offer. She would trade her damnation for a healthy amount of gold. Her future, away from the island, away from me, would open new horizons for her. Briana wanted humiliation and servitude from me, but I’d make her life a living hell. She would pray me to kill her, and I would take my sweet time skinning and chopping limb by limb. Then, I would escape. Sneak into the woods to never be seen again. Freedom, for both of us.

“Go get the coins. Bring me the girl. I want to take a closer look at her.”

I heard stories of people whose hearts swelled and burst inside their chests. Mine was on the right track. No, I would fight. Fuck Briana and her disgraceful coins! I would not let Carys dump me that easily. If she wanted Briana’s prize, she’d have to kill—

“If you touch her, I will cut off your hands and make you eat them, finger by finger.”

My guardian’s defiance suspended the claustrophobic room on the edge of an abyss. My heart forgot how to beat; blood moved back and forth in my veins, unsure of which way to go. No one noticed the tear cascading down my eye.

“I shall have the girl, whether you agree or not,” Briana said. “Do not waste this gift, Carys. It is far more than your kind deserves, far more than I offered the whore who killed Egon. What else do you have to live for? Do not make an enemy of a queen.” Briana’s fingers curled around the hilt of her sword.

“First, after wasting so much time studying and hating us, you should know that Priestesses obey only one Queen, and she rules from the heavens. Second, you are no fucking queen.”

Carys jumped over the table, dagger in tow. It would end her bewitching speech with a flourish if Briana hadn’t raised her gauntlet and blocked the blade before it disfigured her horrible face.

I drew Keris and joined my guardian, our combined forces slaying the bastard princess before her knights could stop us. This sequence played beautifully in my mind. But my body refused to obey my commands, stranding me as Briana’s guards charged against Carys, besieged her, and bashed her head on the table.

The horror of impotence turned to wonder when I saw my arm moving. I wasn’t moving it. In its rebellion, my brain snatched the pistol from my waist, and overlooked amidst the commotion, I raised the gun. My eager finger barely waited until the target was in sight before catapulting the bullet. The bulky projectile pierced through steel, flesh, and bone with the same overwhelming fury. Yellow and red shrapnel shot in multiple directions.

Air swooshed into me, giving me back control of myself. There was no time to examine what had transpired. All I could do was kick Briana’s head with all my might and smile at the unnatural twist of her neck. From there on, we had time for nothing but fighting. Kayleigh had somehow found us; Champions of Ares and Grey Eyes were burning the forest down in their strife. Madness took everyone hostage. Stabbing and paring became second nature. Red goo covered to my eyes, stuck there no matter how many times I passed a hand over them.

Our hearts were like drums cheering us on. Carys’ heartbeat, which I learned to recognise above the cacophony, guided me when I couldn’t trust my eyes. I identified dangers based on the rhythm of her pulse. It was impossible; I must have been under the frenzy experienced by many warriors in combat. But it was keeping us alive.

We never stopped, not even for the amazing soul-suckers of Olympus who, by some incredible coincidence, had a similar name to my guardian. At some point, however, there was a sharp disruption. Pain shredded my bones, my scream echoing above the clamour of the unrelenting onslaught, though there was not a single scratch on my arm.

Not on mine. Someone had cut off Carys’ arm. Someone who was suffering a brutal death followed by posthumous mutilation. A spectacle that I couldn’t rejoice in. I looked at the severed limb and swore it was mine; otherwise, why would my arm hurt so much? Wrestling against the ordeal, I pulled Carys away from the carcass.

“Look at me. Look!” Affliction deformed her face. I almost screamed again.

“Stay close to me,” she said after shooting another enemy, believing she was still in control.

“I’m holding you.”

“No need.”

Carys struggled to stand up. I kept an arm’s length away, paying more attention to her unsteady gait than to the warfare. The vacant space in her arm continued to bleed profusely. Rage guided my blade towards enemy flesh, devoid of the pleasure of stripping them of their lives.

“Carys, come on!” I took her hand when her knees buckled again.

“I’m all right. It’ll heal soon, you’ll see,” she intoned, with less conviction than she had prayed earlier that vile night.

She could fight no longer. I was slowing down, beaten by tiredness and angst. The knight-errant nearly eliminated us both, but blind hate was a powerful fuel, and I had an infinite well of that to draw from.

“Lean on me.” Not waiting for her protests, I threw her good arm over my shoulder and pulled her up.

“I’m fine!”

“Stop with this shit, Carys, you’re not fine!”

“Your mouth’s getting dirt.” Even in those conditions, Carys found a reason to laugh.

“The things you make me do.” The coy, polite girl was dead and buried. “Now shut up and let me help you!”

“Soon, I’ll grow another arm, a better one. You’re exaggerating.”

Soon, I mentally agreed. But not now. Not today.

“You’re bleeding.”

“It’s not my blood,” I said, trying to fool a magic assassin who had spent years studying anatomy and the properties of blood.

“Yes, it is.”

Hot droplets snaked through my skin, sweat and blood in equal measure. Holes in my clothes hinted at the damage.

“It’s just a minor wound,” I said. “Let’s worry about you first.” Her bloodless face chilled me. She had stopped talking. “Carys? Stay with me, we’re almost leaving.”

“They won’t get you, Ishana. No one will ever take you away. I’m here...”

She collapsed.

“Shit! Carys? Get up!” I pulled her by the overcoat. She didn’t budge, as if her bones were made of lead. “Get the fuck up right now!” I fell on my arse, instantly forgetting the pain. “Carys, don’t close your eyes!” I forced her eyelids open and saw no light in them. I slapped her face. If she woke up and punished me, fantastic. But her eyes insisted on closing, and my pleas resulted in nothing. “Fight, you goddessdamn fool! You’re a Priestess, you should be making jokes about your amputation, not—” Not dying, I was about to say before my indomitable prose abandoned me.

I took her face in my hands, cleaning the blood from her eyes and lips. Smoke prickled my eyes. “You promised you wouldn’t go, you liar, you lazy worm, you brainless weed, you—”

She was gone.


All my Heart Longs to Win

Insensitive to the tragedy they perpetuated, the armies warred on. Their discord would consume everything, including us if we stayed there.

Carys was breathing; a slow and agonising series of sparse breaths.

“I refuse to let you give up,” I said to my unconscious guardian.

But my legs were rooted, and cold paralysed my arms. Darkness breached my vision, oppressive exhaustion drowning my thoughts. Oblivion was dragging me to the same dungeon where it took Carys hostage.

“No!” My voice startled me into alertness. The moon hung heavy in the carmine sky, and I stared at her until her glow smarted my eyes. Imagining a rope wrapped around my waist, connecting me to the moon, I hoisted myself up.

Lifting Carys off the floor was a cumbersome process. Dried blood made her heavier than normal. Plus, I was careful to not further injure her, making sure her head wasn’t dangling, and her mangled arm was tucked safely against my chest.

I walked and walked, imprisoned in a cycle. Wherever I turned my eyes, spilt blood kindled furious flames, the scarlet fire shrieking like those who died and those who would die. And then there was us, hovering between that ruthless frontier between salvation and damnation.

Eventually, we broke free. Impossible as it seemed, the inferno stayed behind along with the pandemonium of voices, blades, and gunpowder, and the stench of burning flesh, excrement, and desolation. Darkness quenched the remaining embers. Night’s chill battered at my cracked skin. Heavy hands pressed down on my shoulders.

Carys slipped from my hold, falling with a deafening clang. I howled through gritted teeth, embittered by that weakness that made me look like a fucking child again!

Breathing in and out, I recovered my self-control. Carys needed me. I couldn’t forget my honed survival instincts or my training.

Taking her armour off seemed irresponsible; we were still on hostile territory and would remain in it for some time. However, carrying her like that was unsustainable. And in our situation, what good would armour do?

Reluctantly, I stripped the cuirass off her. Blood and muck sheened the metal and, in that dark mirror, I encountered my reflection: split lips, one swollen eye, almost closed, scratches around my face as if I had struggled against a cat. I could wear the armour. A logical choice. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. So, I stowed it back in the bag. I took her pauldrons off as well. The cuisses and greaves I left in place in case someone tried to put an arrow to her heel.

Gulping lungfuls of fresh air, I hauled her into my arms again.

Several groups of soldiers and civilians occupied the road. Even the shabby, injured and wasted represented a threat. Distrustful of everyone, I waded across thick woods and debris, covering my mouth and Carys’. If they found us, my chance of victory was slim. And if I died...

Our food stock was depleting fast. I tried to limit myself to two meals a day, but my organism would not accept this disregard. My muscles seemed to atrophy; the distance I tracked in a day now required me one day and a half, two days. Carys would not eat; she barely drank anything. Sometimes I fancied I saw some movement, and spoke to her, only to be left without an answer. Still, I talked to her. Sometimes, I invented answers.

“You’ve lived through worse shit, I know. Tell me a story. How many heads did you sever from their bodies? How would you like to die? I reckon it’s going to rain. Maybe it will extinguish some of the fires...”

Her eyelids fluttered like a shy butterfly straining to get out of her cocoon. I feared it was a trick of my decadent mind, but no. Carys was alive and fighting for her consciousness!

At one point, I smelled roasted meat. Leaving Carys hidden in the bushes, I followed the smoke to the encampment of two fugitives. Siblings, I found out. I impersonated a Priestess to probe at their supplies, pretending to be on my way to pacify an Obsessive Soul. But I must’ve looked so pitiful and worn out that I could tell they weren’t falling for my act. Bedraggled by days under the rain and sleeping in the mud, they weren’t much better. I first killed the man. It was such a banal movement of the sword, like slapping a mosquito away, that it took me a moment to process the blood spewing from his neck. Before the corpse hit the floor, I was running in a mad flailing of arms towards the terrorised woman who screamed and screamed until Keris pierced her lungs enough times to empty them.

My nose had not deceived me. Their meat was excellent, and there was plenty for three days. Five if I could stint myself.

After six days of languishing on deteriorated roads, I found a camp and watched it for another half a day. The tents were military, but there were no signs of affiliation with either of the royal babies. Soldiers offered free passage and supplies for travellers and welcomed homeless people in bad situations, though none as bad as ours. Like the man who had suggested the Tudor Road, these soldiers fought the war by aiding the less fortunate. Providing them with food. Medicine. Fools—but their foolishness could work in our favour.

As soon as they spotted my degenerated figure, a knight approached. Despite the friendly pose, his hands behind his back instead of on the hilt of his sword, I noticed the archers on the rooftops and the glint of an arrow pointed at my forehead.

“Are you lost, Priestesses?” He talked to me but looked at the figure in my arms. “Is she... cursed?”

“No!” I cried before I fully comprehended the meaning of his question. Common immortals who found Aphrodite’s gift were Lovers; Priestesses who did the same were cursed. “There was chaos, you could not begin to imagine! The cut she suffered was deep, full of violence. And we believe a petty minor God was involved. Naturally, she killed the offender.”

Wide-eyed, he analysed the cataleptic shadow who looked like a severed piece of the purple sky. He feared the Gods, of course. But a minor God who dared to ambush one of Aphrodite’s servants? Aiding her might as well give him some points with the Creator.

“We just need a break and then we’ll be on our way,” I assured him.

“And you are?” He looked at me for the first time.

“Ishana. Her apprentice.”

After another inspection, the soldier nodded and gestured for us to accompany him inside.

Neutrality didn’t mean the soldiers weren’t on edge. They alternated between watching the road and spying on the guests and on themselves. Blades remained sheathed, but they all kept a sword on their belts, some even a pistol, as well as some pieces of armour on their tense bodies.

Heinrich—the soldier who received us—showed us to a bed where I accommodated Carys, then offered me a lamb casserole with hard bread to go with it. Another man appeared with a generous glass of wine. Inhaling the aroma of fresh food made me sick with gratification. Blessing them with ample health and a sturdy heart, I wolfed the food down.

The barracks resembled more of a field hospital. Two tables seating fifteen were arranged side by side. At mine, I was the only attendant; at the second, a woman nursed a baby and a scrawny man shivered under a blanket, clutching an empty bottle of whisky. Soldiers passed carrying boxes of supplies and those too weak to carry themselves, some missing an arm or a leg, others deprived of the spirit to face the futile eternity.

A server offered me a second chunk of bread, and I snatched the piece from his hand. This one had the consistency of a stone, but my stomach didn’t mind. Heinrich had the good sense to wait a few minutes before taking the seat next to me.

“There’s a town called Álopall two miles from here. They have a temple for Aphrodite. Small, but you should find at least one Priestess protecting the place now that news of the war has spread to every corner of the continent.”

My lips trembled as I brought the spoon up to them. How close was Álopall? In which direction, exactly? I needed those coordinates so we could head on the opposite way. I didn’t have all the details, but Carys’ relationship with her sisters wasn’t friendly. Champions wouldn’t help a weak Priestess. Perhaps we could count on a Guardian of Hera if we stumbled upon one. Otherwise, we were on our own.

Someone touched my shoulder. I sprang from the bench, hand darting to the Keris’ hilt.

“Easy, easy.” Raising her arms in surrender was a woman wearing a stained white robe. A soldier behind me had a gun pointed at my head. It took a few blinks for me to recognise where I was. “You fell asleep.”

Slowly, I removed my hand from my weapon, watching as the soldier did the same. A piece of bread lay on the table, its edges chopped off.

“My name is Melinda,” the woman said. “I’m the lead medic here. Would you allow me to examine you?”

“Come with me.”

Instead of indulging her, I requested her to check on Carys. Melinda wrinkled her nose at the sight of the wound. Not because of its smell or severity, but because of who it afflicted.

“It will scar and reshape itself. All we can do is prevent it from getting infected, so the healing process works faster,” she said. Doctors should learn Heart Magic as well, at least its medical properties, the ones that didn’t involve blowing the patients’ heads up.

Authorised to continue, Melinda washed the stump with water and soap for several minutes until there wasn’t a single crust of dried blood left. In protest, the fissure started bleeding again. She pressed wads of cotton wool against the revolting wound, all of them coming out red. Carys trembled, and I couldn’t avoid imitating her.

“It’s a good sign,” Melinda assured. “She is striving to recover.” It took tortuous fifteen minutes before the blood accepted defeat. “Poisoning?”

“Possibly...” It made sense; poison compromised regeneration. Perhaps a better justification than the ambush of a minor God. But why try to cram impeccable logic into everything, Ishana? For all you know, the sweat of despair and violence could’ve soaked the blade in properties beyond steel.

“It would explain why her body is excreting so much blood. It is purging the toxin.”

“How many litres will she lose before she’s clean?” I asked, looking with a tip of amazement at the discarded pile of gory cotton wool.

“I don’t know. Didn’t she teach you that?”

“I’m not at that stage yet.”

Melinda looked at her patient, curious. She knew nothing about the training of a Priestess which, thankfully, was even less than I did. Shaking her head as if to tell herself it was none of her business, Melinda rummaged through the deep pocket of her apron, pulling out a vial with a pasty, translucent liquid inside.

“What’s that?” I asked as she unscrewed the lid, anticipating that the substance would go onto Carys’ arm.

“Healing lotion. It will soothe the bruised skin.”

I watched intently as she applied the balm around the blackened stump. Carys’ face, hardened with anguish, softened a bit. Or maybe it was wishful thinking.

“I’ll take some of that with me.”

A gold and a silver coin glittered between my fingers. Too much for a sample of the balm, but it would serve as an incentive for them to not bandy about the story of the sickened Priestess. Melinda conceded but made no move to accept the payment, busying herself with waiting for the lotion to seep in before bandaging the arm with gauze.

“I would like a few hours to observe her. What about you? Any injuries?”

Yes. There was a nauseating ache in my chest. “No.”

“Then get some rest.”

“I don’t need to rest.” Priestesses could stay awake for long periods of time.

Ignoring me, Melinda draped a sheet and a comforter over the bed beside my guardian. When she left, my feet moved of their own accord. For all its softness, the mattress hit me like a rock. My nerves convulsed with accumulated pain, bones screeching like grinding stones. By all the Gods, I never felt so crooked!

I wrapped the comforter around me; despite its name, it offered little consolation. The smell of boiled lamb had followed me upstairs. Melding with Melinda’s oils and Carys’ blood, the meal twisted inside my stomach, taking me back to the carnage.

Groaning with exertion, I rolled to my side to face Carys. Above her, there was a window, and light streamed through it to illuminate her face. It scared me. She looked so young, so brittle! One hundred and thirty-eight years old. She ordered me to run to the Crown if something happened to her. She made me promise I’d do it. My ingenuous country girl, my guiltless lamb. Didn’t she know I couldn’t leave her?

Staring at the landscape beyond the window, pudgy clouds whirling across an orchid sky, felt like being back on the Island of Venus. As night descended, I’d lie on the shore, the sand enveloping my feet before the waves washed them. Dangling from the fingers of the universe was the luminous magenta ring; my most cherished and unattainable treasure. Someone lounged beside me. I turned, and who kept me company was not Asherah or Milos, but Carys. She reached out for my shoulder. And shook it.

“I’m awake, I’m awake!” I hit my head against the wall. “Fuck!”

“You must simmer down, miss,” Melinda said, squinting disapprovingly. Behind her, the darkness had acquired pinkish hues. Morning. “I changed the bandages. She is still losing blood, but less so than yesterday.”

She gave me a pot with the balm, and I exchanged it for the coins.

“There is room for you. Perhaps you could stay for a few more days,” Melinda said.

I declined the offer. We were too close to the heart of the war, and I couldn’t risk them reaching us with Carys in that state. Besides, the longer she stayed under observation, the more suspicion would fester. Soon, Heinrich would summon the Priestesses as an act of kindness.

“For how long will you carry her on your back?”

“For as long as Aphrodite allows me,” I said, impressed by my forged devotion.

Melinda gave me a look that I thought of as mockery, then recognised as condolence. I wasn’t sure which was worse. “Wait a minute.”

She came back with an accessory that looked like a backpack without the interior compartment. I was about to ask what I could do with such a useless accessory when I noticed the convenient holes where legs and arms could fit.

“It’s a baby carrier,” Melinda named it. “Designed for babies, yes, but this is a larger version, your mentor should fit.”

My laugh was raucous. Melinda looked uncomfortable but kept silent to not risk a Priestess’ anger.

I decided against putting our overcoats back on, keeping them safe in the bag. Being seen as a filthy peasant had its dangers, but in our current predicament, less so than flaunting a Priestess’ mantle. I also took her boots off; Priestesses were the only maniacs who’d wear heels in the countryside. Melinda, proving herself useful once more, handed me a pair of boots they had recovered from the war zones. A perfectly drab little thing.

With those details sorted out, I positioned Carys upright on the bed and passed her limbs through the holes. Next, I sat on the edge of the bed, and Melinda helped me sling the straps over my shoulders and fasten the hip and belly belts. Carefully, I stood up, wobbly at first, but more surefooted once I made sure Carys was firm in place.

“Priestesses serve Aphrodite, but in all my one hundred and twelve years, I have found very few who embody the Love they preach. You will become a fine Priestess,” Melinda said.

Though I wished to poke her heart with Keris, I could only smile.
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By Sisyphus, how grateful I was for all those muscle-strengthening exercises! More importantly, how grateful I was for having allowed Carys to fix my feet. No way I’d be able to sustain that weight for so long with a crippled base.

But fear of failure increased by the mile. The first two miles were easy for my rested and well-fed body. After two and a half miles, my back was contorted, crushing my lungs. After five, it was like I carried an enormous boulder and had to keep going lest it rolled all the way back. After seven, I was taking Atlas’ place as bearer of the world.

Breaks were infrequent and short. At the first opportunity, I bought a second-handed blouse to cover Carys’ corset, another questionable article of clothing that might out her. At another stop, I bought a bottle of wine and two cigars that smelled incredibly well. That was how we would celebrate her awakening: getting as high as our mortal organism allowed.

Some people cast curious glances at the big baby strapped to my back but soon lost interest. For them, we were nothing more than war refugees, and it wasn’t uncommon to see people carrying all sorts of leftovers from their former lives.

Carriages passed by us. I signalled for a lift, but one stopped for us only when they saw the glint of a silver coin.

“Where are you heading, child?” A sallow man in his sixty years of appearance emulated a gentle tone, but the rifle in his lap spoke louder. Normally, I’d be angry at someone who dared call me a child. I had no energy to spit the dummy.

“Far from here.”

The man exchanged glances with his wife, who remained hidden behind a black veil. “We’re going through Wet Lea, could drop you there.”

I didn’t know the place or how far it would take us. But just sitting in the carriage for a few minutes would inspire my gratitude. The sultry heat weighed on my eyelids. Several times, I stopped my eyes from closing. My legs were light as if divested of bones; I feared I would not be able to stand when the moment came.

Wet Lea turned out to be an offbeat village besieged by a river on one side and mud on the other. Distorted trees with dark, crestfallen leaves beclouded the fields. Despite the gloom, the few people I saw roaming the streets were in fine fettle, which was more than most of the Tiara could say.

The old man offered to help me secure Carys to my back again, but I growled at him, my pride sufficiently bruised as it was. Climbing down was yet another trial, and once on the ground, I had to lean on the vehicle until the world stopped swaying. If it was possible, my muscles were sorer and my body more tired than before. Disdaining those little agonies, I straightened up and marched on.

My boots sloshed through the deep layer of sludge, smearing my trousers and cumbering the movement of my legs. Lifting my feet and finding purchase, step after step, became an unprecedented effort. Combined with the load I carried, the village turned into a swamp determined to swallow us whole. Inhabitants watched, but none of them came to our aid, thankfully. There must be some hidden treasure in the bowels of the village; otherwise, why would they place such a trial for travellers?

A woodcutter axed one of the sinister trees. Each shuddering blow on the trunk resonated in me. Rotting leaves fell like dirty snowflakes. The tree gave up the fight and toppled like a dead giant; when it touched the ground, my knees sank into the mud.

My stomach heaved, entrails biting each other like a pit of ravenous snakes. Spasms reverberated in my bones, and even though I could hear them cracking, I did not fall. Carys slumped backwards as if asking me to let go. With red blurring my vision, I gripped the straps, pulling her back up, and proceeding on my victorious, funereal parade on wobbling knees.

What if this was my destiny, to wander with Carys to the ends of the earth and back, life slowly draining out of us? It was not a very cruel fate, no more so than the one offered by eternity on the Island of Venus, serving the leeches I had for parents.

Mud solidified into streets of stone; slabs of clay covered holes. Tiny bushes bordered the buildings in a failed attempt to bring some vivacity to the place. Vines crept up old and rustic walls. Windows were sealed against the humidity eating away at rooftops and objects left outside.

One of the structures stood out with its triangular facade and wide glass windows showing the bright, inviting interior. A library.

A little bird chirped romantic tunes in my head, leading me inside. The incense of ink and paper ameliorated the stench of pigsty. The owner, a young lady a pointy nose, didn’t stop her reading to welcome us. Small tables of one or two cushioned seats sprawled across the laminated floor. I sat Carys down at one of those and went to inspect the shelves.

One of the first titles I found lit my worn-out face: “Lolita.” As I had imagined, Carys’ nicknames were all characters from novels. Literature, the only entity to survive the Vengeance (relatively) unscathed. Volumes were reproduced, duplicated; words translated as sacred, every book a religious tome. I wondered how many of those Carys had read; if she remembered the stories and the characters and the emotions they evoked.

The finding of a certain book lifted my spirits: “The Complete Works of William Shakespeare.” Sitting on the chair next to Carys, I leafed through the pages. The language was exotic, the structure sometimes demanding one or two rereads before I understood it, but it was easy to see why Carys was enchanted by the playwright.

“And I pray thee now tell me, for which of my bad parts didst thou first fall in love with me?” I read to her.

“For them all together, which maintained so politic a state of evil that they will not admit any good part to intermingle with them. But for which of my good parts did you first suffer love for me?” I imagined her histrionic reply.

“Suffer love! A good epithet. I do suffer love indeed, for I love thee against my will.”

I closed the book with a thud that, in the hieratic silence, sounded like a clap of thunder. Unable to return it to the cobwebs, I added the book to our belongings.

The scent of tobacco buffeted my face. I turned to find a frail gentleman waving at me. A hat of animal skin topped his square head, his brown hair falling like lianas. His lips emitted smoke as he spoke. “Lost in the woods?”

“It’s none of your business.” Exhaustion prevented me from sounding as menacing as I wished.

“Oh, what war does to the young hearts!”

“It destroys them,” I replied. “It destroys everything.”

“Not everything. It will not come in here.”

“How can you be so certain?”

The old man looked out the window at the city’s natural defences. “Few have the fortitude to withstand the Mother’s trials.” He inhaled once more, releasing the smoke in Carys’ direction. “Let alone when someone else’s survival depends on them.”

Honoured by my resolve, but impatient for chitchatting, I prepared to leave him.

“I know where you can hide.”

I stopped with my eyes on Carys, seated on the chair with a tolerance she didn’t normally possess. “Who said we want to hide?”

I heard the old man standing. He took the pipe from his grey lips and pointed it towards a dark-olive wall in the other extremity of the river that bordered the village.

“It’s a delightful place. Quiet. Peaceful. Not everyone can get in. Or out. Mother Artemis is wise, but I’ve got a feeling your heart is valiant enough to convince her of your goodwill.”

He cracked the smile of a wolf. I followed the tobacco trail leading toward the dense, prestigious forest. Quiet? Peaceful? Very well, Artemis. You cannot be much harsher than Aphrodite.

And if my heart falters, you will find that my determination is worthy of a huntress.


What now I Desire above all in my Mad Heart

Horror tales described the Divine Huntress as a monster in a woman’s skin, the personification of savagery, a wild heart that not even Aphrodite could tame. But Artemis’ domain presented itself as a docile, almost pathetic beast.

The forest’s emaciated mien was misleading. A boat carried us across the river—which housed surprising and lively schools of fish—, and as soon as we stepped through the vine gates, Artemis’ palace came alive in kaleidoscopic pigments.

Gigantic trees hugged each other at the crown. Their conjoined leaves sculpted a dome against the darkness, allowing for the light of iridescent flowers and mushrooms to illuminate the forest in colours too bright to exist anywhere else. The diversity was nothing short of marvellous. Whether Artemis dwelled in that place or not, the atmosphere was divine. A beauty so intense I could only compare it to a carnivorous plant waiting for the moment to close its mouth around us.

A clearing opened itself before us without traces of human or animal presence. The place was cool and bright, and should the urgency arise, we had several escape routes to choose from or enough space to fight. For now, that would be our home.

Using a trunk for support, I detached the straps and freed Carys. I carried her to the centre of the clearing, using one of the blouses I bought before leaving Wet Lea as a cushion. She was hot, but I assumed it must be the exertion of our journey. There was no visible aggravation of her condition, which I took as an improvement.

“Needn’t worry. I’ll suss everything.”

Sitting by her side, I was surprised to discover how soft the grass was. I took off my gloves, splaying my palms on the ground, the thin blades itching pleasantly. I kicked the boots and peeled the stockings off and, Goddess, what a wonderful feeling! I needed a few days in that spa—I fucking deserved it! And I had to explore the forest, find food, water, make sure it was safe...

Leaving all responsibilities for later, I collapsed beside Carys with my arms open. The breath came out of my lungs like a burst balloon, and I sunk into the soft earth.
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A loud pop. Keris was in my hand before I was fully awake. Carys was still in the same position, undisturbed. I listened for minutes, blood crashing against my eardrums.

Nothing. The hands of sleep attempted to cover my eyes again, but I rebuffed them. Stretching my stiffened limbs, I considered my duties. First, I made Carys drink some water, then checked her pulse. Sounded steady. That was good. Probably. Second, I did what I should’ve done yesterday: surveyed the area.

I circled the clearing for signs of activity. Whatever I had heard was gone; a harmless animal passing by or, quite possibly, the conclusion of a nightmare. Having moved a little farther from the clearing, a sound caught my attention: water. I ran toward the source, arriving at a river.

It flowed as if sauntering. Every so often, it hit a rock with more impetus, causing a meek splash; otherwise, it followed its course in quiet commitment. The milky surface separated the colours of the forest from the royal blue on the river’s floor. Charming; almost made me want to jump into it.

Great, we had a source of water. I wouldn’t mind bacteria and parasites, but that was not the time to wager against regeneration. I returned to the clearing and, with Keris, carved a deep bowl out of bark. Putting my creation to the test, I gathered as much water as possible. The bucket held. Not so shabby, eh, Beryl, you weed? Filling the canteen as well, I made my way back.

The old man hadn’t conned us. Not a leaf had moved.

On my way back to the river, I collected small to mid-sized stones and washed them in the stream. Back in the clearing, sweating after that marathon, I worked on building a fire. No time to play with stones; a spark flew out of my fingertip, feeding on the leaves. I circled the small bonfire with the stones. While they heated, I turned my attention to Carys.

I discarded the blood-stained bandages, washing her arm with the water I still had from the field hospital until the sticky substances, blood and balm, had been cleansed. Remembering how Melinda had done it, I daubed the wound with the ointment. Carys’ skin was rough, cold. The rest of her arm was soft, but the coldness was spreading.

“Don’t even think about it, do you hear me? I won’t let you ruin my hard work.”

Lacking gauze, I improvised. I stripped off my corset and wool shirt. Putting on my training shirt, I sliced wool into several strips. Swaddling her arm the best I could, I made her drink some more water. Then I gathered the heated stones, put them inside the bowl of water, and sat down for my vigil.

For most of the morning and well into the afternoon, I watched for any symptoms: blinks, mumbles, anything.

“Beloved Aphrodite, Goddess born of foam, flawless in form. Shining Aphrodite, fairest and wisest among the Gods, loveliest and kindest among living beings. Of your immeasurable heart, we pray for wisdom. Of your everlasting Love, we thank You for a breath that may protect and warm us,” I repeated the prayer as if someone plucked at my vocal cords. If I stopped to think on the words, I would not remember them. My motivation was to test if a wild boar would tear me apart or an arrow would pierce my heart.

Nothing happened.

Days faded into sameness. Instead of sempiternal darkness, the forest emanated an icky light. I searched for gaps in the canopy, finding a spot near the river where I could see a sliver of the moon, calculating the time based on how bright it shone.

“Even at the end of the world, you guide me,” I said, touching my hand to my heart to feel that gentle vibration.

On what I counted as the third day, content with the hospitability, I stripped the remaining armour from Carys and myself and buried the set. From the bag, I took our food, blankets... at the bottom, there was a set of metal spheres connected by a cord. They tinkled softly when I shook—

“Shit!” I threw the spheres back into the depths of the bag. My cheeks burned. Carys remained motionless, no perverted smile to mock me.

But that was not the most shocking memento I unearthed. Deep down the cavernous pockets, I found something that hurled me to my ninetieth birthday, when I had heatedly prayed for Aphrodite’s aid. I searched the pockets of my overcoat, thinking that perhaps it had fallen from it, but no. I put the items side by side.

Two halves of an oyster shell. Two halves that, when brought together, completed each other with perfect symmetry. Aphrodite... shells... fuck. I prayed for Aphrodite and my stupid brain never considered that the exquisite shell was her way of sending me a sign! Her way of presaging that the thread of my life was interwoven with Carys’.

Keeping the oyster shell with me, I stashed the rest away, burying the bag in a different spot. Taking advantage of the abundant nature, I carved discreet markings on the treasure locations.

Lastly, I dug a grave for the camellia. Crumpled, darkened, writhed camellia. As expected, it had not survived the war.

With that settled, I set off on short expeditions. The food we had would last around three days. Carys accepted water more easily, and she might soon welcome solid nourishment as well.

Fruit trees were scattered throughout the forest. Bananas, apples, oranges, lemons; a veritable banquet. Their sites, however, were not as close to our clearing as I’d like and were far from each other. On each journey, I carried as much as I could, dragging stems of bananas on my shoulders, gathering berries on my blouse. I also made sure to leave prayers to Artemis and Gaia as a precaution. In what I later identified as an unconscious behaviour, I had been collecting herbs and flowers. I wasn’t sure what I planned on doing with them, but I decided to not let my antipathy towards witchery influence me.

For the first four days, I had to change Carys’ bandages three times a day. I painstakingly washed the wound before applying a new layer of the balm. Then, I secured her arm around the wool tissues. The process took longer than necessary, but I was happy with it, a feeling that caught me off-guard with its humble veracity. With its soft shackles.

After the fourth day, the blood realised that its place was inside the body, and the bleeding reduced to a few drops until it stopped completely. I laughed and punched Carys’ arm. She was fighting, and she was winning!

Remembering Carys’ affinity with water, I carried her to the riverbank. I rolled my trouser legs up and sat down beside her, submerging my legs up to my knees. That was mean.

Staring at my white, unsoiled legs, a fact surfaced in my mind. I had scrubbed myself clean the day before, so grateful to smell the natural scent of my skin again that I forgot Carys also needed a bath.

“How am I supposed to do it?” I asked the trunks whose holes stared at me, judgmental.

The theory was obvious. I steeled myself and set to work. Even though I was a valiant warrior, an average seamstress, and a reasonable artisan, my hands trembled as I unbuckled her belt, untied her blouse; removed each piece of clothing until she was the way she came into the world, one hundred and thirty-eight years ago.

I braced myself for the disgust, the repulsion, the regret. There was nothing of the sort. On the Island of Venus, Madeline would bathe me at least twice a week and always before important events. She did it with clinical precision; the cold blood of a nurse. My own blood was a snake now. I didn’t scrunch my nose at the sight of her nakedness; touching her elicited nothing but the boredom of a repetitive task.

With that done, I clothed her again. The stump was not as dark and grotesque as before. Spasms shook her body; whether they were unconscious gestures of a sick organism or a battle against the corruption in the blood, I could not tell, but I put my faith in the second option. I massaged her arm in a circular motion.

“It’s time to stop this drama, eh? Come back at once!”

In the evenings, I read Shakespeare. In scenes of fervent debate or breathtaking battles, Carys would murmur. It startled me the first time, my astonishment soon replaced by excitement. If it were the Bard who’d bring her back, rather than the Dove or the Hunter, I too would praise his name!

On the seventh day of a perfectly calm week, all that beauty, that enthusiasm, corroded into monotony. Animal life screeched nearby or dashed past our clearing, and I had the urge to practice target shooting. Without stopping to consider if Artemis would be pissed—part of me wishing she would—, I grabbed my sword and Carys’ pistol.

It had rained in the morning; the sweet scent of wet earth was invigorating. Living on the island had perfected my ability to sneak around, and I learned to adapt to the forest grounds. Busy with a nut, the squirrel didn’t hear me. I settled behind a tree, taking aim, imagining the taste of its flesh. And shot.

The bullet imploded its head, daubing the tree in front of it with a red splotch. Not as much blood as I’d like, but it was a good start. The squirrel tasted good, so the next day, I went out hunting again.

There was a small puff, like someone breathing. Someone bigger than a squirrel. I had seen deer, but they had always been out of reach. This time, we might have a feast!

As I advanced, I heard movement, and again the sound which had first snatched my attention. It was, indeed, an animal. A bulky deer with antlers as tall as its body and with numerous branches matching the twigs of the strongest trees. A fascinating finding! But something wasn’t quite right. There was light in front of it, haloing its head. Mysterious, hypnotising.

Then the deer turned to me. I stumbled back, the air knocked off me by his eyes, glowing like two orbs of gold. Gorgeous, magical. My survival instincts urged me to run. And I did.

My eyes smarted after I tore them from the animal’s. Trees and rocks melted like cheese. Despair guided me, my heart beating so loud it started birds out of their nests. When a twig shattered under my bare foot, I swallowed a curse.

I hadn’t gone far from the clearing, yet it felt like I was crossing the continent to escape that terrible apparition. My vision cleared, though light still seeped in from the corner of my eyes. Would the beast be chasing me? I dared not look behind me.

My foot, making itself my adversary again, caught on a root. I only had time to shield my head before I rolled and rolled, stopping when I hit something. Carys!

Hiding her behind me, I unsheathed Keris and aimed its silver point at the creature. There was no one there.

I couldn’t sleep a wink that night. No owl hooted; no rat hurried past our camp; the river flowed soundlessly. All the way through dawn, the forest was as quiet as if Gaia was holding her breath. But I did not fool myself; I knew I had not dreamed or invented last night. Had that been Artemis, gallivanting in the shape of a deer? It scared the shit out of me, intentionally or not. But it didn’t stop me from hunting.

Every night after that, I kept the bonfire burning for longer. It would hardly protect us, but its warmth helped me sleep as I lay next to Carys, my arm entangled with hers, a model for hers to follow and grow back.

One night, staring at the homely fire after roasting some apples, I felt a pressure against my thorax. From the secret pocket I had sewn inside the overcoat, I extracted the pendant and opened the shell that held the painting. Embellished with coruscating ink and fake smiles. How had I allowed myself to be their prisoner for so long?

I raided our supplies, though not for food. The dark-red liquid glistened inside the bottle like an evil genie. Breaking the seal, I sipped a few drops at a time, rolling the liquid around my mouth until it lost the flavour.

Carys murmured louder. I threw the pendant away and crawled over to her.

“Hey, what is it? Are you in pain? Anything you want to tell me?” Whatever it was, it was buried under unconsciousness.

Over the next few days, Carys began to grunt and moan. The incomprehensible sounds drowned out my attempts at diplomacy. She ground her teeth, squashed her eyelids, screamed dreadful buzzing sounds as if she bawled against the abyss and it, terrible in its vastness, echoed the last hateful notes of its tiny adversary.

“Come on, fight back!” I chided her, though it sounded more like pleading. “You’re no Titan of Love, but Aphrodite chose you for a reason. Show me why!”

The spasms grew more frequent and violent as if a blizzard was storming over the forest to abuse Carys and Carys alone. She shook dreadfully. I wrapped my arms and legs around her, to avoid her snapping her neck by accident and to pin the afflicted soul to the body. She howled, disturbing the very core of the forest, her animalistic voice devoid of its bravery, overpowered by delirium. Blood dribbled from her raw throat. I stopped my ears, crying with her.

“Go away, foul beast!” I bellowed. My arms waved until they abandoned the fight to curl around Carys.

There was nothing in the forest. My paranoid mind knew that, though it refused to acknowledge it. Fear took the form of moving shadows; the most amiable of sounds was an excuse to draw my sword. The wind, colder in the night, carried tiny needles that prickled my exposed skin. Monkeys spied on us, their big, black eyes the sight of damnation. I almost cursed Artemis, biting my tongue at the last second.

The herbs I collected revealed their purpose. Beryl had failed to teach me magic—much because of my stolid refusals—, but Selma, my favourite cook, was ingenious in imparting kitchen witchcraft under the guise of culinary secrets. I had not applied the craft since I left the island, but I still remembered how to concoct teas and potions.

At least I hoped I did.

From my collection of bay laurel leaves, I chose one and wrote “Heal Carys.” Then, I dug a small hole in the ground near Carys, put leaves of lemon and bay laurel inside, and burned them as incense. While the water boiled, I filled an improvised jar with motherwort, chamomile, petals of echinacea, and spread a bit of plantain to boost the magic.

Next, I poured water over the mixture, beseeching help from the Gods as the tea steeped. When it was ready, I fed Carys every drop of it, a task that took a good chunk of the day. Even unconscious, it was clear she did not like the taste.

I lit fires and wrapped Carys in blankets and blouses. Lighting one of the cigars, I drew in, and between fits of cough, expelled the smoke, enveloping us in its warm scent. But the cold did not stem from the outside. I added my body, my breath, to the layers.

“Can you feel me?” I rubbed her arms, held her hand, sheltered her head with my hair, curled myself around her. “No one will dare fucking with you if you’re close to me.”

Little by little, the manifestations lost their ferocity. Fear escalated within me. I knew the degrading process of a disease. We treated the patient; a period of pain and despair consumed their strength until stability returned and celebrations followed. Body and soul, however, were not recovering; they were atrophied, allowed one last glance at the world before succumbing.

If Carys lost, how long until she returned? A void spread within me at the thought. I had been pretending, doing my best not to show weakness... but sometimes I worried that I was dying too. Merging with the forest. Dissolving in spores. Becoming another pretty flower.

I recalled our last hour together, slicing through hordes of soldiers and peasants, fighting as a single entity. I saw with her eyes; she ran with my legs; our blades morphed into a scythe. Her strength was my strength; her pain my pain.

“I thought you were going to sell me to the golden bitch, and I was mad at you. But then you surprised me. Again. You like doing that, eh?” my voice squeezed through a lump in my throat. “We didn’t have time to talk. Maybe I’d thank you. Not that I needed you to play the hero. I was fine on my own until you decided to accept the bloody contract!” I inhaled, but unable to salvage as much air as I needed, I gasped as if drowning. “I should’ve left you to die. But I didn’t, did I? My stupid soft heart. Now, I swear, if you dare abandon me, I’ll break into wherever this fucking No-Realm is and make your nose even more crooked than it already is!”

I tumbled over her. My heart knocked on her chest to see if there was still someone inside. I wanted to dig a hole and disappear, hide my weakness from Aphrodite, from Artemis, from myself. All that time, I thought I was leading Carys to her death when it was her who was killing me!

The ground beneath my forehead was wet. Artemis’ domain would be forever branded with my grief.

Perhaps it was that grief that irrigated the soil and blossomed into new life. The explanation did not matter; what mattered was that two days later, Carys ascended to the world of the living.


She is Equal with the Gods, that Woman

My guardian’s recovery was a slow and, to my surprise, satisfying process: who would’ve guessed that nurturing someone back to life could be as captivating as snapping their Fate thread?

Carys words were restrained, and her physical hindrances weren’t entirely to blame. Words, however, only told so much; an entire book lay in the gaps of the unspoken. I read joy in the gleam of her blue eyes, regret in her slow movements, gratitude in the way she sought my presence.

I continued to monitor her drinking necessities (she cursed me when I made her drink water), help her with leg exercises, show her the forest with our arms entwined. I didn’t know when I had become so touchy. Self-consciousness struck me during one of our walks, and I extracted my arm from hers. However, before I could put a safe distance between us, Carys wrapped her arm around my waist.

Meals became cheerful picnics. I had saved some meat for her, and fish complemented our diet, but fruits were the main dish. Carys could not peel them, so I took that task for myself.

Once, she invited me to sit on her lap.

“Are you sure you are strong enough?” I asked. It was the fourth day after her awakening; she was rallying fast, but I survived the last weeks by being careful.

“I feel stronger than Heracles.”

I scoffed but climbed onto her lap. Ants crawled on my skin, and I could not smack them away. Carys’ bright eyes captured me like a fly on a spider web. Automatically, I cut another piece of the apple, raising it to her lips. She took it between her teeth, and instead of returning to the fruit, my fingers lingered in the contours of her mouth, glad that her temperature was back to normal.

Carys took the apple and the knife from me, setting them aside. She cupped my jaw with her only hand, moving to my cheek, behind my neck. She pulled me closer, and in a second, I calculated the trajectory of my fist to her mouth if she dared to play her dirty Priestess’ tricks on me. But Carys lay my head on her shoulder, her hand stroking my hair. My body unwound, a snake feeling safe for the first time in weeks. Though I fought to keep them open, my eyelids insisted on closing.

“Rest now, all right? You look like shit,” Carys murmured.

Clinging to her arm as a child clings to her teddy bear, I drifted into sweet lassitude.

Something had changed since she woke up. Tiny particles charged the air around us, prickling in a way that made me randomly laugh like an idiot. Was that what happiness felt like, an addictive awkwardness?

“May I ask you something?” Carys asked on a night we were dining on roasted fish and wine. Her caution blew a cold wind over me.

“Sure.”

“What was that object you were holding the other day? A pendant, I believe.”

“You saw it?” I asked, trying to keep a steady tone.

“In a way, yes.”

A mad urge exhorted me to abandon all pretence and spill the cursed truth. I didn’t go through the efforts of saving her just to deliver her to my parents! It was clear as the moon that I had to tell her, consequences be damned. But not now. Doing so might knock Carys down into another coma. I took another sip of the wine and crawled over to her to show her the pendant.

“It’s your family,” she said after a moment of inspection.

“My mother, Beryl. My father, Tiberius. And my brother, Milos,” I confirmed, staring out at the darkness, imagining Keris cutting their heads off as I named them. “Karl brought this when he came looking for me.”

In the silence, I could hear the wheels turning inside Carys’ head. “Is it just you and him?” I nodded. “You’ve never seen the island?”

“I—” Lies stuck in my throat. Carys snatched the bottle from my hands when I tried to drink more. “I was born in Haillikós. My parents were discovered and persecuted.” All true, though the chronology was scrambled. Tiberius and Beryl were added to the Order’s wanted list after Milos was born, twelve years before my birth. When Beryl found out she was going to have another child, she was on a mission in Haillikós and had to wait months before returning—with miserable me in a basket—to the Island of Venus. “They protected us for as long as they could, but in the end, they had to make sacrifices. My brother escaped with them, but I stayed behind.” That had not happened. But considering my parents had threatened to serve me as a feast for the dying Lovers, their predilection for Milos wasn’t a fabrication.

Carys showed no pity or rancour, only a brooding mood. Before I could reveal the whole atrocious plan, she tugged at my elbow. As natural as breathing, my head found a place to rest on her chest. The undulations radiated by her heart appeased my tremors like the river had done earlier that day.

The river that had scared the life out of me, but when I allowed myself to embrace its currents instead of fighting it, had washed the terror embedded in me by the ocean. Carys, my damnation and my salvation.

When I woke up the next morning, I was greeted with the fruits of my continuous efforts: Carys had a new arm!

She disguised her joy, leaving the fanfare to me. I couldn’t resist examining the reformed limb, mesmerised by the smell of baby skin. Carys did her own testing. I stood observing her solo marathon: she was herself—her whole self—again.

“So, everything working? Are you... feeling, everything?” I asked.

I had been following Carys for two months like a shadow. I learned heaps from her, including her quirks and body language. But things had changed during the time we stayed in that forest. Like her arm, Carys was renovated. So, while I had dreaded her kissing me many times in the past couple of days, I didn’t see the real kiss coming until she pulled my face towards her and our lips met.

My eyelids fluttered like dazed butterfly wings. I splayed my palms over her chest, but instead of pushing her away, I grabbed the lapels of her overcoat. Carys withdrew before I could do something I’d regret, like kissing her back out of sheer petulance. Her mouth—that infuriatingly soft mouth!—was redder than before. She staggered as if drunk while I wished the earth would crack open and throw me into a lake of fire.

“It is a common gesture between Priestesses when one does a favour to another. And you have done me a great favour. Some traditions I like to preserve.” Her wink came out more like a tremulous quirk. Her explanation failed to reconcile the pandemonium that “common gesture” instigated in my entire being. My heart... I lacked the words to describe its state. It was as if someone had tried to raid one of Aphrodite’s temples and found themselves trapped, bedevilled by the Goddess’ retribution.

I didn’t understand Artemis’ maze any more than Carys did, so I let her lead the way while I struggled to repair my wits, obeying the request she made at the beginning of our journey: shut my mouth.

One night after a day’s work, of the girls from the sewing group had approached me, all giddy and flushed, and pecked me on the mouth. For a moment, I had been stunned! Then, I had stabbed her with my dagger and pushed her down the stairs. Her skull cracked open, and I kept her company while she silently begged for help, her brains spilling out, and her blood pooling around my ankles. That day, I discovered that immortals took a long time to die.

She never showed up at work again. That insipid experience was the only time someone’s lips had touched mine, and I swore it would never happen again. Now it had, and I just stood there like a cheap Medusa’s statue! When I licked my lips, I still tasted Carys in all her repugnant and wonderful immodesty.

Carys had given me everything I ever wanted: a sword, a competent teacher to help me hone my skills, an understanding of the magic ruling the world. She thrust her arm into my chest, grabbed my heart, and twisted, unleashing the power within. I didn’t need to finish the contract. In the state Carys was in, I could stab her in the back—figuratively or not, it depended on my mood—and disappear, pursue my dream of becoming a free-spirited warrior. Maybe find a rebellious Virgin, learn Hestia’s forbidden and all-consuming fire, and burn down the bloody island.

But... I felt fucking trapped!

My misgivings at consorting with the Party of Dionysus dispersed when I realised they were distracting Carys, giving me time to think. But the arseholes, each with their poetic gifts, were so furiously entertaining that I found myself contributing to their storytelling spree. Sure, I lied, but no way in hell their stories were all true. Isn’t the taste of fiction, the absurd, that makes life more savoury?

Vel showed me a war dance performed by warriors of Dionysus, often before they blew up a city, and my respect towards the God of Wine, whom before this day seemed such a worthless drongo, grew faster than cottonwood. Had I known their proclivities, I wouldn’t have thought twice before pleading my alliance to them! Was it too late?

As it turned out, that wasn’t my greatest discovery during our journey. Not even close.

Felix’s re-enaction of the Vengeance felt like an apocalyptical event on its own right. It always sounded absurd to me how one single Goddess could cause such a disaster. Did Aphrodite truly wield that insane level of power? Could she alone tweak with the soul of mortals and weave a net of darkness to imprison the sun? Perhaps it didn’t matter; humankind believed she did, and her intoxicating perfume filled every crook and nook of her supposed apocalyptical world.

And when Carys started rambling about how living beings doomed themselves to a Loveless world, I felt Aphrodite closer than I was comfortable with. All day, I had done my best to keep Carys at bay. Now, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Questions I had not dared to ask or had never considered burned in my mind. While the others talked and drank, her blue eyes blazed like supernovas, luring me into unexplored depths.

Nights around the campfire became a sacred moment. Life unfolded with her every word, revealing a Carys beyond “Epistro’phia.” Her voice filled with emotion, sometimes imploring for an answer, other times just craving for understanding. I wished for a shell where I could hide inside, but whenever I tried to flee, her voice cooed me to stay.

So, I stayed. And I realised that the woman sitting across from me, illuminated by the fire, was like a Goddess. Her singing voice silenced the nightingales, the owls, the wolves. Delicate fire incited her tongue and consumed my heart. Surrounded by precious nature, she looked like the perfect woman made of flowers.

Dionysus, Aphrodite... I couldn’t tell which of you brought us together or if it were a conjoined plot, but many threads looped back to the Supreme Goddess. Aphrodite, you were responsible for tying my life’s thread to your devotee. It was fair that you gave me a hand in untangling this knot.

“If I can abuse your generosity, Goddess, I’d ask for your loyal servant to kiss me.”

There was a sharp intake of breath behind me. I counted three seconds. No scream, no attempt to run. I hadn’t crumbled into ashes either. Keeping my eyes on the fire, I moved toward my astounded guardian.

“Did you just pray for Aphrodite to make me kiss you?” More than surprise, her question wavered with admiration.

I startled when the tip of my nose grazed her chin. The shadows had played tricks; I hadn’t realised we were so close. There, I knew that the only way to go was forward.

“Do you reckon she’ll answer my prayer?”

“If that’s truly your heart’s desire.”

Her words were sweet as her lips brushed mine. I looked at her then, her face orange and lambent, and saw myself in her eyes, “My heart? I’m afraid my heart is going to explode if you don’t do it.”

Our lips were already so close they joined of their own accord. The touch was so light that it took me a moment to believe it was truly happening. To extinguish all doubts that this wasn’t a fever dream, I caught her upper lip between mine, biting the soft flesh, sucking on it until I had to pull away to take a breath.

It wasn’t enough. I was a drowning sailor who clamoured for salvation but refused to abandon the sea.

Dominated by a primitive desire, I parted my lips. My whole body shook with the fierce beating of my heart when I felt Carys’ tongue inside me. I searched for her, and then our tongues got tangled, rubbing against lips, teeth; all quite wet, messy, grotesque, and wonderful.

Suddenly, Carys backed away. Under my frustration, I too sensed something wrong.

“What happened?” I whispered.

“Death,” she said, jumping away from me and out of the tent.

It was death, all right. And if nothing else, it made me appreciate the Party of Dionysus even more. Admirable cruelty lay beneath their riotous songs and playful banter. The victim had died not many seconds ago, probably killed by an eviscerating blade; ripping her arm and plucking her eyeball was carnival. And I internally applauded them.

But then Ilse revealed the victim’s identity.

“She came after you two,” she said. The woman was deranged, but she was no liar. And the truth, when exposed, could take the form of a monster. Of a Titan who crushed your world and stamped the truth on Heaven and Earth, in the brightness of Aphrodite’s stars and in the glow of Artemis’ moon. I deciphered what the Huntress, the old man in the library, Melinda, Ilse; what all of them already knew.

My soul and Carys’ soul were Twins.


I Have Immortal Longings in Me

That stunk. But was it really surprising? Well, no, and that was what tripped me. Everyone talked about Love as this poisonous, lightning-fast arrow that pierces two (or more) hearts at once. A cloud that falls from the sky, hits your head, and spills your brains out. You become a fool, a zombie. I had seen enough Lovers to know there was some truth in that soppy mumbo jumbo. But Love, I realised, was a tricky bastard who despised rules.

Part of me clung to the hate I had felt for Carys when we first met. It would never go away. My heart was rotten, and so was the feelings it spawned. And that hate helped me accept our Love. Eat that, Beryl!

The consequences were extreme, of course. The advent of Twin Souls tore a hole in the fabric of the universe, provoking an imbalance that sooner or later led Priestesses to the Lovers. In our illustrious case, since a Priestess was involved, Hunters would hound us as well, the two Cults racing to see who would pacify us first. From here to eternity, our hearts would be targets. Our lives, now limited by mortal capacities, would never be the same as those of ignorant hearts.

Acknowledging those facts brought the much sought-after peace to my inner pandemonium.

Every day since my arrival in Haillikós had been a battle. In addition to weather, hunger, diseases, and poverty, we would have to worry about Priestesses and Hunters too. It wasn’t such a drastic change. Sure, we would no longer return if we perished, and we no longer had the advantage of spells, but that made our venture more exciting! Who wanted to live forever, anyway?

Carys blamed the Gods. Predictable. During our excursion across night’s jaws, she spun a convoluted tale about Briana being Athena’s daughter and how killing the demigoddess brought a curse upon her. Her stoicism was a weapon against herself, inventing excuses, one more ludicrous than the other, to avoid confronting the obvious.

Believing my parents’ lessons about Twin Souls would never apply to me, I ignored most of what they said. But there were certain topics that struck me as peculiar. For example, when Tiberius told me about how people became Twin Souls.

“People who fall in Love are two separate souls who were blessed to find each other,” Tiberius had said. That day, Beryl had been on the shore, looking out at the sea as if waiting for someone’s return. While he spoke, Tiberius’ eyes drank in her sight. “They want—no, they need to be near each other, even if it goes against all reason. They are Lovers, filled with dreams of a perfect world. Those feelings arise regardless of our will. But to become a Twin Soul, they must accept the blessing. They must confess their feelings to themselves and to each other and open their hearts so Aphrodite can sew their souls together. So that two may become one. Fighting against it will be... heart-breaking.”

Continuing as Lovers sounded better. At least they could delude themselves with the idea of paradise until the Priestesses put an end to the whole tragedy.

Now I understood. And it was my duty to do something about it. Because no, Carys hadn’t given me everything I ever wanted. I also wanted her, so we could fight together until the last drop of our blood.

However, with someone like Carys, I couldn’t kneel and chant my passion for her. One, the poor creature would collapse and sink into a worse coma, and most importantly, I would rather die now than ever be that corny. Thus, another battle began: a battle for Carys’ heart.

And I screwed up immediately when I pecked her mouth in public. Why the fuck did I do that?! The impulse was too strong for me to even realise it had formed. Then she acted as if I had committed a mortal crime! My initial desire was to tear my heart out and hurl it into the bonfire. What did it matter if we both died?

But not all was lost. First, I realised that part of my lust and my angst came from Carys. Sharing bloodlines was a marvel that could easily trap us in a net of disorienting, contradicting emotions. Like a cornered cat, Carys reacted with violence whenever she was scared.

Second, she did not pacify any of the Lovers. Carys was questioning and some might claim she was a blasphemer. But what the Priestesses who isolated her failed to observe, and what Carys herself did not realise, was her loyalty to her Mistress, the Ruler of All Hearts.

And that was why she was so alarmed by the discovery that King Lowell himself was one of the Creator’s lost Lovers. Cruel as it might be, I couldn’t help but internally laugh at Carys’ agony.

The King of the Crown was the most rumbustious creature I had ever met. He had no qualms about welcoming the most unlikely—and sometimes unlikeable—guests to his table. Beneath his gross easy-going manner, lay an imperial acumen. He quaffed whiskey as if it were water, but his eyes never lost their glean. He joked but paid acute attention to everyone’s responses.

His Twin was three times smaller than him, her features sharp like the King’s sword, her hair green like mould. And she avoided looking at me. Her docile eyes scanned the room, but before they reached my seat, they receded.

It would be ingenuous to think that those attributes were repellent against Priestesses. As the ballads in the streets and the banners on the walls proved, Lowell was popular. He was not ashamed to show his affections, so it was unlikely that news of his Love had not reached improper ears. But who would defy the one who was considered the best living general in Haillikós with hundreds of thousands of soldiers at his disposal, ruler of a castle as tall and solid as a mountain, and an unquestionable influence beyond the borders of the kingdom?

Until Aphrodite descended from Olympus—or ascended from Hades—, her Priestesses were flies against Lowell. No one would attack him.

My conviction wavered when Carys disappeared through the corridors, following Lowell with the gait of an executioner rather than a diplomat. What stung the most was being sent to my room. If she planned on killing the king, she should’ve invited me!

Milena showed me to a spacious bedchamber in an apartment with a view of the Ivory Cordillera, always treating me with utter sympathy. She didn’t fool me. There was something off about her, and I would find out what.

Watercolours of northern landscapes hung on the beige walls. Everything in the room was built for a giant: the curtained windows, the fireplace, the wardrobe, and the bed for at least half a dozen people. Chandeliers provided a harmonious light. A servant kindled the logs, immersing the room in warmth. Exhaustion trickled into me, but there was a leak that prevented it from accumulating.

“I shall have it filled for you.” Milena pointed to a bathtub in the adjacent room that could serve as a swimming pool.

“Hot water, I hope.”

She smiled. “Of course. I am glad we met.”

I had a rude retort on the tip of my tongue, but her insistent politeness threw me off. Milena left, and I stood in the middle of the room as if I were a part of the furniture. Servants came and went, bringing fresh clothes, hot water, more wood for the fire. Everything was wonderful, but I could not enjoy the extravaganza. Faced with this scene, my mind split in two.

The first half travelled to the Island of Venus. The Palace of Eternity was not a fraction as opulent as the Castle of the Lioness, but it had enough luxury to satisfy a moderate ego. By birthright, that treasure was mine to claim. Except that future no longer existed. As soon as they cut my guardian, my blood would also stain the sandy streets. Our pain would create a cycle of penance. And pain was much worse when shared. We could never go to the island. How to escape it? Confessing my crimes? There must be a way that did not make me look like Eris’ spawn.

The second half... well, she already figured in the first. Where the fuck was Carys? I had no doubt she could kill Lowell, and if she did, I hope she would disembowel him. Watching viscera tumbling off his big belly would be quite fun. Much more fun than the quick and mirthless bath I had. Alone and brooding, I stared at the monotonous fire and paced the room until my feet wore the timber down. Finally, I broke the water jug the servants had brought and touched one of the shards to my forearm.

Someone knocked on the door. Absurd as it might be, I recognised the knuckles that produced the strong, steady sound. And then flames rose in my chest. If I had been stronger, I’d have yanked the door off its hinges. As it was, I could only pull Carys and shove her inside.

“What the fuck are you thinking?” Frustration came out in a hot steam. Though I had not been born in the Orb, I felt like a dragon then, primed to crush the insect that dared to accost me. “Do you want me gone?”

“What? No! I—”

“Do you see me as disposable?”

“Never...”

Ugh, why couldn’t I stay angry with her even when she was lying to my freaking face? “I’ll forgive you today, but don’t make the mistake of playing games with me. I’m neither a fool nor a child.”

She swallowed, and my finger moved along the laborious motion of her chest.

“I shall leave you alone for—”

Not about to let her out of my sight again, I shoved her onto the bed. “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll stay here, in my bed, and will sleep with me. Is that clear?”

A malicious smile played on her lips, and then I knew I had my Carys back.

Afflicted by the impending future, I thought I wouldn’t be able to sleep. But like a cloud that gets blown away from the shining moon, so my distress was cured by Carys’ famous cwtch.

Many hours later, I awoke with delicate hands on my shoulders. I took one of them in mine... and then I pulled, intent on breaking the arm, which I immediately realised didn’t belong to Carys.

But the person seemed made of stone.

“You have the air of someone who slept on the moon,” Milena said, smiling. She patted my hand before standing up.

“What’re you doing here?”

“You two should stay with us until the war is over. Castle life can be more exciting than meetings of state and conspiracies.” She ignored my question.

“I hate castles.” But perhaps we could reside there for a while? Long enough to find a solution to my problem and not have to worry about motherfucking Priestesses.

“Do you?” Milena placed a stunning turquoise peplos on the bed. “It appears we have more in common than I thought. Perhaps I could teach you a thing or two.”

“Teach me?” I narrowed my eyes, finding Keris on the bedside table.

Milena pulled aside the curtains to present a third, unexpected guest. The moon occupied most of the window, and though it was dusk, she glowed in stark contrast to the dark clouds, washing them in the purple morning light. The high apartment gave the illusion of rising to embrace her.

“You feel her calling,” Milena said, admiring the moon with the same wistful expression. “Your aura affected mine when you climbed the castle’s hill. When you entered the dining hall, I had to resort to my full self-control to keep from fainting.” She smiled, a macabre gesture that seemed benign enough. “This affinity you feel, Ishana, is a cardinal channel between heaven and earth, the human and the divine.”

Laughter erupted from my irreverent mouth. And I would’ve laughed much more if the air hadn’t been sucked out of my lungs and the floor whipped off my feet. Ungainly limbs clawed at nothing as I fell in slow motion. Before I hit the floor, I stopped, floating weightlessly. Then my arse landed with a thud.

Milena wreathed my stunned figure in her shadow. She was still smiling when she offered me a hand.

“What the fuck was that?” I accepted the help, too dazed to move on my own and not wanting the further humiliation of the floor.

“A tiny fraction of our potential. By summoning the moon’s energy, I manipulated the gravity around you. In the same fashion, I could make this castle tremble. Bring it down along with the mountain if I wished.”

Air came in through my wide-open mouth; if a fly were to go in, I wouldn’t notice. As absurd as Milena’s explanations sounded, I no longer doubted her. Snippets of conversation and fragments of text swirled in my mind, legible enough for me to fish out a few sentences.

“Bulannah?” I asked. An eyebrow rose against the green hair of the Queen Consort. “Outlandish cults. Clans of hundreds of devotees turning a blind eye to the Constellation of Vengeance and worshipping the moon instead.”

Milena nodded, more solemn than she had been so far. “My mother came from a long lineage of Moon Clerics—your outlandish cults. I was born in Freymaa, and like my father, my physiognomy preferred the sharpness of the ice. But my soul is as silver as your hair. As my mother’s hair was.”

My nails scratched the floor. Milena discoursed about mysteries that were present in my life ever since I started to hear the stories about my silver hair. Her story made no sense, yet it rang true.

“You’re wrong, however, in your assumption that to rejoice in the moon’s gifts, we must turn our back to Aphrodite. Have you not wondered why the moon is allowed to shine for everyone?”

“They need each other,” I spoke without thinking.

“Better. They complement each other.”

“The stars around the beautiful moon, hiding their glittering forms, whenever she shines full on earth... Silver...” I recited one of the fragments of Sappho’s poems that Carys had sung to me. “Twins.”

If true, then this was not the World Without Love; it was a world eclipsed by celestial Love. What was the meaning of Aphrodite’s Vengeance, then? Had she avenged anything at all? I backed away from the window, seeking the support of the bed. My temples were hot under my fingers as I massaged them.

“It is too much, too quickly, I know. But if you two are leaving soon, then you do not have the luxury of time. You have already lost too much time. What I need you to presently understand is that very few people are born with the kind of affinity you possess. Even fewer can control it. The energy flowing through and beyond you is greater than any of us. We can say you have been chosen.”

“Chosen for what? I don’t plan on joining any cult.”

Milena shook her head, not once losing her precious composure. “We are not so foolish as to announce ourselves as a cult. There’s precious few of us in the world, Ishana. We must help each other. You must forge your own path, but first, you must understand. That’s what I’m doing: making sure you understand what lies within you.”

“W—what,” I stuttered, unsure of which of the thousand questions crowding my head I wanted to ask. “What else this... Moon Magic, can do?”

Milena’s buoyant smile returned. “Many things! We can command oceans. Manipulate light and shadow. Induce fertility, illusions, and madness upon others. Slow the waves of time, though I wouldn’t recommend attempting this. And no thought, conscious or unconscious, is secret to us.”

Us, she said, as if I could perform those eldritch tricks. It took a few seconds for my brain to process the last set of abilities she listed.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t pry into your head. Not for lack of trying, I confess. You are protected..” She placed a second peplos next to mine, an exquisite purple version. “You know, some say the combination of Moon and Heart Magic is one of the strongest forces in nature. An alliance apt to defy the Gods. Cataclysmic was the word used by the only book I could find that described such a union. Perhaps you and your warrior will enlighten us.”

“Priestesses lose their magic when they fall in Love,” I said, not caring to contradict her about me and Carys.

Milena stopped smoothening the purple peplos. “Until they accept and complete the connection with their Twin. It’s the same with every branch of magic. You didn’t know that?”

I dropped my face to my hands. I was wrong: Love was a nightmare.

Compassionate fingers stroked my smoking head. I batted them away, which amused Milena. “Get dressed and go find your warrior. The moon will not abandon you. Neither will your heart.”
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My discoveries gave me much to meditate upon in the next hours. Jesting with Carys was a welcome distraction. Mutilating Lancelot made for the best date ever. Shooting with a bow and arrow—and innocently asking my instructor to translate some words into Cymraeg—emptied my mind for a few moments. Accidentally shooting my instructor in the knee was also fun. She healed fast; no Twin. I tried to use Moon Magic to manipulate the trajectory of the arrows, but it only disturbed my concentration.

I suspected that I had unknowingly used my magic before. On the boat, it probably saved me from wandering for years or being crushed by the virulent open sea. It must have been the moon that empowered me to lift Lyssa’s hammer. But I had no idea how I had “opened the channel.”

The puzzle got more complicated when another celestial entity came crashing down on me.

“Ishana!” Carys’ shout was muffled by a heat haze. Fallen on the floor, I felt like an ant being scorched by—

“Is that... the sun?”

“It is. But it can’t be.”

His flames penetrated my every pore, illuminated every corner, making it impossible for the shadows to solidify. That sun was as real as the moon had been the previous night and all nights before that.

“Do you reckon the world is ending? Again?”

“And the sun will scorch us all?” Carys, always the drastic.

I shrugged. “A perfect ending.”

“Stay here and... be careful. I need to find Lowell.”

“What good will finding Lowell do?” I asked, but she had left as fast as if she wore Hermes’ winged boots.

Tentacles of fire revolved around the moon’s brother. Shimmering specks wheeled at its centre, Helios riding his four fire-darting steeds across the world. The sun looked more distant than his sister, but no less imposing, its shining aureole reaching the farthest mountains of the range. The scent of roasted meat inflated the chamber. I worried it was coming from me, but nothing looked charred.

How was this possible? I paced the room, avoiding the sun’s jolly presence. There must be an explanation. A rational one. I considered asking Milena but discarded the idea at once. Why would she know anything? She was a Moon Cleric, not a Sun Child.

Sun Child... The mock title reminded me of a sermon I had heard on the island.

“You keep hearing the word ‘Love,’ but do you know what it is? Aphrodite, my daughter, blinded us. Love is the eye-opener. It is vision perfected. We see another person in all their complexity, their beauty and their ugliness, and we not only willingly accept them, but we also desire to know more. Sounds insane, does it not? It is scary too, because they also see us in our deepest depths. For that, many choose to remain blind. But those blessed souls who have opened their eyes discover that it is not an abyss staring back at them. It is the moon, it is the sun, and all the stars around them. A wonderful world.” That was what Tiberius said one night, ten years or so ago, when we were gathered around the fire, hearing and sharing stories of Loved ones.

Karl, during his wedding ceremony, had enthused, “This is how things were. And this is how things shall forever be. As our queen wisely says, “the sun will always rise,” and likewise our beloved Aphrodite shall never desert our hearts.”

I had laughed at them. But now...

Aphrodite, you are one shrewd Goddess!

I stopped pacing when a shadow cut the sunbeam streaming through the glass panes. Carys’ cheeks were as red as her dishevelled hair. Coy gestures belied the brusqueness of her entrance as she sat down on the bed, legs straight and stiff like a proper lady—which Carys was not.

“I want to show you something,” she said almost like a question.

Obediently, I sat down by her side and got the jitters as she rummaged around in our bag for longer than it was necessary to find anything. Finally, she brought out an object carved in wood. With all that had happened lately, I had completely forgotten about her wood-crafting plans.

“What’s this?” I shuffled towards her, examining the meticulous and delicate designs. I gasped when I identified the heart, and emotions bubbled when I found the camellia. “Am I looking at the cutest spoon ever made?”

“Kind of. It’s called llwyau caru.” Carys cleared her throat. “It’s an ancient custom of my people it is. One person will carve the spoon with symbols of their preference and then give it as a gift to the person... they care about. The person they want to protect and provide for. Not for a few days or a couple of months, but for a long time. If the feeling isn’t mutual, then the spoon must be returned.”

She sang about Love’s follies the way a broken harp still produces melody with its strings.

“And if it is mutual?”

She looked at me sideways. “Then the person should wear the spoon around their neck for some days.” I couldn’t stop from giggling, then laughing when Carys followed suit. “It’s an archaic custom. It’s clean off, really.”

“Yes, it is.” I took the spoon before she could hide or break it. Brought it to my chest so it would recognise the beating of my heart as its owner. “There’s a hole for the string, but where’s the string?”

“I couldn’t find a suitable one. Do-does this mean you want to wear it?”

“It is my spoon, right?”

“Well, I made it for you.” Carys massaged her nape. She was adorably pathetic when she got flustered. “The ship is waiting for us. We could leave today. Unless... you wish to spend more time here.”

As tempting as the idea of staying was, we had to leave. Build our path. I had to come clean somehow. And it would be unfair to do it inside the castle that already housed vital memories for Carys.

I spooned her jaw, raising her eyes to mine so there would be no misunderstanding. “I will not live in a castle.” I sealed the pact with a quick kiss. “I’ll go get a string.”

Of course, I had to stumble upon Milena. The pressure in my head increased a hundred per cent.

“I need a string,” I said, haphazardly concealing the spoon inside the peplos’ seams. “For a... necklace.”

“Very well.”

In her defence, she showed me an assortment of strings of different sizes, thicknesses, and colours. I chose a brown one to match the wood. Milena wasn’t saying anything, which proved more disturbing than her magical talk.

“Alright, how do I activate it?” I blurted out.

My reticence amused her. “It?”

“The... you know, the Moon Magic.”

“First of all, stop trying to manipulate my mind or I’ll be forced to drive you insane. Second, the magic is already active within you. Hasn’t Carys told you anything about how she wields Heart Magic?”

I scrunched my forehead, admitting defeat. For now. “She mentioned something about connecting to her blood before manipulating others. And connecting to Aphrodite...”

“That’s accurate. The energy inside you withers and dies without the moon, and the moon will not communicate with you unless you open the channel. The Divine Huntress and her companion, Selene, are your inspirations. Once you find this communion, magic will flow through your veins.”

Very poetic. “But how?”

Milena’s smile acquired a motherly quality, and I tried to induce madness on her. She must’ve noticed, for she frowned, and even though I failed, I was happy to finally wipe that smile off her face.

“Magic is different for every sorcerer,” she continued, more serious. “For me, it is the memory of my mother that bridges my soul with the moon’s power. Search your life. Search your soul. Give yourself a bit of time.”

“My time has been cut short,” I grumbled.

I wound the string around my finger like a hangman tying the rope around the convict’s neck.

“Sharing a soul connection with a wielder of divine magic means, among other benefits, the possibility of extending your lifetime. Not quite immortal but enough to content your hearts. Your choice.”

Milena left me with my jaw on the floor. There was no way Beryl knew about this. She had devoted her life to finding a method of circumventing Aphrodite’s leash when the solution was in her ancestral share of divinity! Unless... she hadn’t inherited the powers. Of course she hadn’t! Beryl struggled to conjure mediocre spells, she would never connect with the energy of the moon. Her silver hair was junk! And Tiberius? He enjoyed the simple life, more philosopher than warrior; the dedication to learn magic was beyond him.

I finished tying the knot around the Love spoon and hung it around my neck. I almost wished we were going to the Island of Venus so I could show my parents my wondrous powers. Powers that I still didn’t know how to access or control, but I’d get there.


You Lie, up to the Hearing of the Gods

So much blood, so little blood, so much blood...

My soul was swimming in plasma after being torn apart and sewn together with another soul that wasn’t quite mine but fit like a tailored suit. My whole self—arms, legs, head, heart—had been shredded into gory pieces and assembled back. It was excruciating. Then it was blissful. I felt my way through my body, expecting to find a limb in the wrong position or discover that I had grown a tail. Everything was in the correct place, though the change was palpable, undeniable. My very essence had been transformed into something else, something more.

The mutilated bust of an old and deadly Priestesses lay discarded in the street. Her blood and the blood of every Twin Soul she pacified gurgled from the frayed craters where her arms had been. The accidental holes Keris had carved on her face looked childish in comparison, but life also dripped from them, one nefarious drop after the other.

Blood crystallised on contact with the snow. I found my reflection in the vermillion mirror, paler than a swan. Leaning over the mangled body of her former master, Carys looked younger, taller, powerful. She was far, yet I could hear her heartbeats, now morose, now agitated, as if my ear were on her chest. The uneven rhythm confused my balance. The most disconcerting realisation was that I could hear the blood rushing through her veins as I would listen to waves breaking on the beach.

Twins. If there was any doubt left as to why they were so named, Dariela’s viciousness eliminated it. Pain, pleasure, power... every quality shared between two souls, every sensation reverberating in two hearts. Alone, we would be dead. Together, we lived. Every wound healed like before—better than before!—, leaving only the sting of victory.

Carys fought an inner war. For all the chemical reactions we shared, thoughts were not included. Little difference it made when the feelings that wrote them were crystal clear. We reached the summit; now we had to jump. But first, we needed to gap it.

Tissues were reforming. Colour returned to Dariela’s face as the blood stopped leaking. I bottled my flustered feelings to remind Carys of the danger hounding us.

While she made sure that Dariela would not return so soon, I investigated our surroundings for any sign of a second ambush. The speed with which the bolt struck Carys’ fingers still gave me the chills. If the old Priestess had opted for a clean and quick job, we wouldn’t have even seen her.

My immoderate fear of Priestesses beset me again. Several times during the ride, I could’ve sworn I saw an arrow flying towards us or a spear piercing Caramel’s side. The wind was an enemy, every stone on the road a trap, the leaves falling from the trees had edges too sharp. Even that boofhead, Chanté, would scare me witless if she appeared.

Despite all the ways we could die, we reached Whale’s Port without any further incident. A part of me relaxed, believing we were safe and nothing bad could reach us as if the port city was shrouded in a dome of protection—a dome reeking of trout, sweat, and sea.

I expected Carys to go straight to the admiral. Instead, she locked Caramel in a shabby stable and rented a poky one-room hut. I counted eight vertical and ten horizontal steps.

Carys plopped down on the bed. Her red hair was tangled and spiky. She checked the stitches on her fingers, trembling, though no longer because of pain. When she found her grit to speak, her voice cracked.

“I should’ve warned you, I guess. Before trying to use your blood. But if I even succeeded, then it means... It means...” I leaned on the wall to control my anxiety and give her time. “I do not know if you understand what happened.”

“You mean that we are Twin Souls?” I went for the kill. No beating about the bush any more.

“How-since when have you known it?”

“I’ve known for a while.” I kneeled and took her hands. “Did you figure it out just now?”

She stared at me as if I had turned into a goose and was honking at her. Priestesses claimed that they acted according to Aphrodite’s principles; that they wielded her sword in the mortal realm and had the divine ability to see through human hearts. But they were full of shit. All they did was terrorise humankind with their license to kill Love.

“H-how was I supposed to know? I never dreamed I’d find my Twin Soul!” Carys shouted. Anguish distorted her face, damage that went back to ages when I was not born. Lowering her voice, she added, “I didn’t think I deserved one. I want—hell, I need you to stay—, but I won’t bind you to something you didn’t ask for. This kind of existence... what happened today was just the beginning. Love is the most dangerous thing in the world. I cannot ensure your safety, your peace, least of all your happiness. If I could, you must trust me...”

She trailed off, her face falling to her hands.

“Didn’t you hear me when I said I prayed to Aphrodite’s stars? I asked her to show me hope. She gave me you.”

A gap opened in her precarious shield. “If you go to the island, you’ll be far away. Protected from me.”

Gentle but firm, I grasped her wrists, dismantling the rest of the wall. “How can you say such foolishness? Do not allow fear to speak in your name. You know how fulfilled I am by your side! You can feel it in your veins just like I feel it in mine, isn’t that how this shit works? Damn everything and everyone! Let’s run away. Disappear!”

I climbed onto her lap. On instinct, her arms encircled my waist. Her heart called mine. I cradled her face, soothing the lines of worry, kissing her ear, whispering, “I told you I want to live with you.”

“If you’re crazy enough to choose me, I’ll never send you away. Having you by my side will be the sweetest of transgressions.”

“I belong only to you, my mischievous, rotten knight.”

A wicked smile played on her lips. “You’re going to kill us, girl. What a wonderful death!”

The only death we worried about was the one caused by separation, by unrequited passion. And that we could avoid.

Carys taught me the power of kissing. I summoned that knowledge when I caught her mouth, pressing myself against her, a frenzy of emotions rolling between our tongues. Her hands fumbled around my body, and I fiercely clung to her overcoat, her arms, her hair. Our past kisses had been phenomenal, true—but this one was truer, complete.

“That was intense.” I came out of river Carys to breathe.

“That was nothing, cariad.”

Everything in me pulsed with an obscure desire. My nether parts, for the first time, made their presence known and impossible to ignore. “I never thought I’d say this to anyone, but I want you to fuck me.”

“And I never thought I’d thank Aphrodite for her lewd gifts.”

Me neither. But her promise Carys certainly kept, and Aphrodite must’ve been overjoyed.

Peeking at Carys’ body and hugging her all-night long was nothing like admiring her whole being without restraints or shame.

The distinction I drew days ago became crystal clear. More than fun and games, more than raw sexual desire, we declared our Love with every touch, every kiss, every sigh. We were making Love.

And what a mixed bag of emotions it was, a complete, frightening opposite to my listless street job. Goosebumps followed Carys’ fingers as they cruised my skin, and sometimes I wished I could hide under the blankets. Out of the clothes, my limbs felt too gawky, my breasts too podgy, my sweat too gross.

But I forgot those distorted notions when Carys pulled me into the safety of her embrace. There was fire in her arms, and that fire consumed me as her hand crept inside my thighs. Feeling her inside me in the metaphysical sphere was an experience beyond this mortal coil. But feeling her physically inside me made me forget who I was and scream her name amidst all the curses I could come up with.

“I’ve got you, cariad.”

Cold tongue met my burning clit. I thrashed about, cried Carys’ name without caring how many mortals and Gods would hear it. Fingers sunk into me, their combined rhythm teaching me the meaning of pleasure. Her cadence grew faster, needier. I gripped her hair, lost control of my breathing. Barriers broke, I might’ve screamed something about Love, and I never felt freer.

“You’re beautiful,” Carys’ voice and tongue and fingers embodied the realm of perfection believed by the Priestesses. “You’re wonderful. You’re incredible. You’re—a liar!”

Divine pleasure was shattered by abominable pain as the blade dug into my stomach.


Part III — Twins


Journeys End in Lovers Meeting

Ishana coughed blood as the Underworld spat her out. The crisis continued for some time, spraying the furniture with (more) red. She grunted like a wounded animal as oxygen washed through her lungs, unclogging her veins and arteries and restoring her five senses.

I did not watch, only listened. My eyes were riveted on the dagger that flourished in my fingers, its crimson blade barely visible. For two hours I bled non-stop as I performed the ritual. I gave Aphrodite a chance to take me. On the brink of death, the Goddess of Love showed her kindest facet to two deviant souls.

Once silence settled over the hut, I ran a finger over the blood-dulled blade before giving Ishana my attention. Pale and haggard, she stared at me. I searched her face for shock or hatred. Found only fear. Of what or who, I wondered.

“I’m alive,” she whispered feebly. She inspected the mark a few inches above her mons Venus, an ugly scar of poorly-stitched flesh surrounded by a black crust of dry blood. Then, she studied the soaked bandages around my belly. “You used Heart Magic to save me. Us?”

I was content to hear her doubt and to see her connect the dots. As it turned out, she was even craftier than she let on.

“You should die,” I said, my voice as tattered as hers. “I should rip every limb from your impostor body, feed your blood to the vilest animals in this world, and parade your dead soul in the dirtiest valleys of the Underworld!”

“Then why don’t you?”

She did not shy away from the accusations, did not justify herself. She was ready to die, that one. A part of her might even enjoy such a dramatic climax. But her question, uttered with shards of a broken heart, cut deeper into my skin.

“Because I would’ve never finished the job. And a Twin pacifying herself would’ve been pretty fucked up.”

Bloody tears streamed down the convict’s face. I buried the dagger in the bed. Blood rushed through my constricted veins like a bath of freezing water as I rose and forced my legs towards her. More wan than usual, I wasn’t on my best days. My eyelids weighed like lead balls. The overturned table lent me support. Lost strands of red and silver hair enriched the dull carpet.

With the overcoat covering my cadaverous body, I stood face to face with Ishana of Venus. My knees buckled and I fell, burying my face in her thighs. She clasped my hair like someone holding on to dear life.

“Well played, cariad, I’ll give it to you. I didn’t see this twist coming.” Her lips trembled. “Go on, you can laugh.”

She released a distressed breath, a distortion between a sob and a laugh. Seeing her smile again, her shy dimples, was like the full moon on a winter night. “Worth of a national play?”

“If this were played upon a stage now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction.”

“I reckon I read that somewhere...”

I shrugged. We smiled at each other through red teeth. Hearing her voice and feeling her skin boosted my regeneration.

“Do you love me?” Though Ishana murmured, her question rang loud in my ears.

Was that the definition of what I was feeling? While I lacerated my stomach and performed the excruciating ritual to summon the soul back into her body before the cord between worlds was severed, I meditated on the meaning of my recent actions, my promises. My life in general, I guess.

Why did I not let her die?

For even as I watched her life unfold in red globules like scenes from a forbidden play, hatred never reigned. I witnessed her life from the attack on her island to this point in time, the bloody convergence of lies, writhed dreams, broken desires, and lost Loves. Deception and artifice could not weaken our connection. I assumed it was a dissimulated emotion; that my true feelings would emerge once I let go of her web. But as soon as her blood stained my murderous and suicidal hands, agony and regret cleared my vision.

“I don’t know if what I feel is Love,” I said, resting my head on her lap. “Who can say what Love is? Sometimes even Aphrodite seems unsure. What I do know is that I have lived for many years in a world without you and it is not worth it. No matter how much time I have left in this life, I wish to spend it by your side. And if there is an existence after this one, I wish to be there with you.”

Ishana slid from the chair to the floor, clinging to me. Fresh tears washed the grime from her face, and when she wiped my cheek, I realised I was crying too. Goddess, I didn’t remember what it was like to cry. It stung in a good way. When our hearts joined, it unlocked a whole new range of emotions inside me.

Ishana had an exotic smile on her lips, a type I had seen on some Twins before I pacified them. It was the face of serenity. We were bloodied and sore and hunted by divine-empowered killers, but we were in peace. She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I leaned into her. We remained there, embraced and silent, until the cacophony of tourists awoke us.

“We can’t stay here for long,” I said.

I stood up, pacing the short distance from wall to wall. Possibilities were scarce when the biggest Pantheonic Cult was shadowing you and every misstep could mean the end.

“What if we went to Sieniki?” Ishana suggested.

“It’s the fourth place in the world with the highest number of Priestesses, but they’re deadly as scorpions.” Ellada, Haillikós, Soliakó, and Sieniki were red zones.

“Freymaa? That’s quite a big place.”

“And has worse things than Priestesses.”

“The same applies to Bulannah, I reckon...”

I halted mid-step. “Speaking of which, how come you didn’t tell me about your moon powers?”

She gave an embarrassed shrug. “There wasn’t much to say. I still don’t have much of a clue about what to do with them. Perhaps you could teach me?”

“Perhaps,” I said, restarting my fruitless stride.

Besides Heart Magic, we had bloody Moon Magic too. Compared to most Twin Souls, we had a deck full of advantages. But before we could vaunt our cards, we had to learn how to use them. There were legends about pre-eminent soul connections, including among Aphrodite’s ranks. Those were tidy bedtime stories but were scarce in practical knowledge.

Nothing changed the reality: everywhere in the world, faith in Aphrodite existed, and in most of them it was the dominant belief. Where Love’s minions wouldn’t be our main opposition, others would take the altar, and many would be more than happy to torture Priestesses. Bulannah might offer us shelter, but the place was immense, encompassing continental territories and islands. How would we know whom to trust? One way or another, we would have to run, hide, and fight.

“There is no place in the world where Twins can live in peace,” I concluded.

Twins. It was the first time I spoke the word aloud. Its intense sonority brought my wandering to a halt. Fuck. I had a Twin!

Ishana toed the carpet, contemplative in a way that showed the delicacy of the plan forming in that head full of surprises. “Is the contract still intact?” I nodded. “There might be one place, then...”

That inspired a mocking laugh. “Have you lost your nuts? You think I’m going to live with your parents and those freaks, drinking the blood of Priestesses, Hunters, or whatever nit fell to their trap? Sodding bastards would take the first opportunity to impale me. And you’ll go with me, cariad.”

She waited patiently until I finished my rant. Then she said, “We are not going to live with them. We are going to take the island from them.”

The silence that followed was so thick that I could hear the waves formed by the coming and going of boats. My innate distrust suspected her suggestion, but I quickly dismissed it. Of all the things Ishana twisted and omitted, she could not fake the Twin Soul connection. My next expedient was to search for signs of playfulness, but there was determination and more than an edge of bitterness in her.

“They survived a Sienikian attack,” I said. “How do you expect the two of us alone to take them down?”

“They survived with heavy losses. Milos seduced a Hunter; you can’t imagine how desperate they were to sink this low! And do you have any idea how hard it is to find new residents, soldiers? It took Beryl and Tiberius decades to put together what the Sienikian destroyed in one day. In five years, they won’t have rebuilt half of it! On top of it all, they can drink immaculate blood to pass off as immortals, but no matter how many barrels they chug, once the Underworld gets a hold of them, they can’t escape.”

Excitement poured from her. I crossed my arms over my bare chest, pondering if we were on the same stream of thought. “They can still fight. They’ve got witchcraft. It’s their island, with a myriad of strategies to use against us.”

Ishana batted her eyelids. “But who would suspect that Princess Ishana, a maiden of pure heart, would betray her own people?”

Squatting in front of her, I took one of her silver threads, wrapping it around my finger. “You’re talking about your family.”

“Parents. Siblings. This family thing is an accident, a curse. It doesn’t mean we share blood. Mine I share only with you.”

“So, when your people start dying, you won’t feel anything at all? When I bring you your brother’s heart, you will not be angry at me? And when I rip off your parents’ heads and dump them at your feet, you will not shed a single tear?”

Her eyes glittered with defiance, mesmerising. “I bet I kill more than you. My family? Each one of them is worth a hundred heads.”

I offered my free hand. Ishana took it, and the bet was ratified. Gripping her hair, I pulled her mouth to mine, tasting a mixture of our blood on her lips, softer and plumper than I remembered. I met her true self, and I adored her infinitely more.

“Tell me, Hamlet, what’s your plan?” I asked.

“I must be cruel only to be kind. Thus bad begins, and worse remains behind.”

“Cusana fi, cariad, and let us rise beyond death!”


This Love has made of the Sun’s Brightness and Beauty my Fortune

Ishana and I went to the macabre theatre again, this time on purpose. Accessing her memories of different times and places gave me a better idea of the island’s configuration.

The last time she was there, there were nearly a thousand residents. More than I suspected, but less than I feared. At least seventy-five percent of them were Lovers, and those who hadn’t found their flame were encouraged to seek Aphrodite’s blessing. Less than half of those thousand folks were soldiers, and most of them were expected to have died in battle, though we couldn’t bet on Ishana’s prediction.

I got to meet life-sized versions of her family as well as of the two women who might trouble us the most: Talwyn and Allyra.

If masking the island for decades wasn’t impressive enough, what they did to the Priestesses curdled my blood. One of my most pressing questions was how the islanders were able to keep them chained. Turns out they had crafted a potion that strangled the heart and severed the connection with magic. Without claws, even the most skilled dove could be dominated.

“Who the hell concocted these potions?” I asked, exasperated.

“Talwyn,” Ishana said. “I don’t know how, but they say she was a Virgin of Hestia before.”

“That ain’t good mun.” Being able to conjure those spells and craft those recipes were indicators of profound knowledge of Hearth Magic. Not good at all. “Perhaps I can neutralise the potion.”

“How?”

“If they want to weaken my heart, then I counter with a spell to strengthen it. It’s not guaranteed to work, but it’s something.”

My nails dug into the wood table. Ishana covered my hand with hers. “Risky. If Talwyn notices anything amiss...” She grimaced. “They won’t torture you so as to not spoil the meal, but they won’t be gentle either. If there is any spell you can cast to destabilise the link between us for a couple of hours, you should do it.”

Goddess, I hated this. My sisters revelled in the blood of Lovers. I stopped my consumption as soon as I discovered their flagitious scheme. They should be dealing with this shitshow. Nevertheless, Ishana was right. Except...

“There’s no way. Would be too easy to disguise Lovers. No magic can—” A memory slapped me. Could it be possible? “I must speak to someone.”

“Do we need to find a Messenger?”

“If what she told me is true, then no.”

I fixed my gaze on a speckle in the wardrobe. Walling my mind against invasive thoughts and influences, I called her name. Ishana’s inquisitive eyes were terribly distracting, but I resisted their tickle.

It wasn’t long before I heard, “Carys Epistro’phia.”

Ishana jumped off the bed, scrambling for her sword. “Wow!” I dove between them. “Let’s put the weapon down, yes?”

She obeyed, but less so because I had asked and more because of the emotional concussion caused by the literal apparition. Rosenwyn Nekrodegmôn’s remained still as a cadaver.

“Ishana, this is Rosenwyn. An old acquaintance,” I said, embarrassed to hear my voice quavering. “Rosenwyn, this is—”

“Your Twin.” Ishana and I flinched. It didn’t exactly surprise me that she knew. But Rosenwyn never interrupted anyone. “After our last encounter, I have been, without deliberate effort, acutely aware of changes in your heart. I sensed activity in the Underworld when your shade rejoined your flesh,” Rosenwyn explained, she too sounding abashed. What a bizarre meeting!

“Our shade?” Ishana muttered.

“When we connected as Twin Souls. The moment we became mortals again,” I deduced. Rosenwyn acquiesced. Staring into her sapphire eyes, I had to stomp down on my mounting angst. “When we met at the Plains of Judgement, you said shades were worming themselves into my heart to silence it.” Rosenwyn neither agreed nor denied, but a spark, no more than a mote, ignited in her pale-blue eyes. “I wondered if it would be possible to repeat this in a controlled environment.”

“What is it you wish, Carys Epistro’phia?”

I exchanged glances with Ishana. For once, she wasn’t following.

“We are going on a mission that could end us or save us,” I explained. “But for it to work, our enemies cannot know we are Twins. It would be only for a couple of hours.”

“You’re flirting with death,” Ishana caught up.

“Near-death. Enough to suppress our connection.”

Rosenwyn had been listening. However, she was not as still as ever. The corpse was not dead. There was a restlessness to her, and sensing that almost made me cancel the whole plan.

“Is it possible?” I asked instead.

“I do not know,” she answered after a chilling pause.

“Think about it, okay? We still have a few days before... well, before we risk everything.”

Rosenwyn disappeared in the blink of an eye. As if she were anxious to leave that place. Leave us.

“If you suffer with me, it’ll expose us. But if anything goes awry, we’ll be vulnerable,” I said, clamping down on my revolt at the direction this mess was taking.

I was like the director of a play, crossing out and adding words to the screenplay, asking actors to re-enact the scene in another way, changing the props, adjusting the lights, tearing my hair apart.

“Maybe not so vulnerable,” Ishana murmured.

“I admire your confidence.”

“You don’t believe I can do it?”

“I believe you can do whatever you set your mind to.” Hearing her words echoing back to her put a smile on her twitchy lips. “But you must know that if hell breaks loose, they won’t give you time to find your link with the moon.”

She nodded, accepting my harsh encouragement. I wish I could guide her in that journey of discovery, but Moon Magic was alien to me. The basic principles of spell casting were similar, and I made sure to give her some tips, complementing what she already knew and what that sneaky Milena told her. Beyond that, the gifts of the heart were a world away from the mysteries of the cosmos.

“It will be fine. By hook or by crook, we’ll win.”

My grimace reverberated in Ishana as a shiver. “Not by hook, I hope.”

She bit her lower lip but couldn’t hold the laugh for long. The warmth of that knavish sound melted my fears... for now.

All else would have to wait. After spending the day orchestrating our assault, we were physically and mentally drained. Our wounds had healed over the course of the day, but we hadn’t had a moment’s rest since Dariela. If that battle had been heart-shattering, what came next was soul-restoring; I couldn’t say which was more taxing.

As I lay in bed, Ishana climbed into my arms. She brought her lips to mine, and I kissed her slowly and tenderly. It happened without debate, without hesitation, as if we had done that a hundred times. Tired as I was, one last pungent thought crossed my mind. I hugged Ishana tighter, realising how close I had come to losing her—and by my own hands.
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I woke up with the sun, which was mighty strange. After living one hundred and thirty-eight years in the dark, it would take at least half of that time to get used to those intrusive golden, blistering spears. And to be honest, like, I missed Mother Nyx and was glad she always came back for at least a few hours every day.

A pair of arms hugged me from behind, distracting me from the hypnotising halo of light. Brilliant it might be, but I preferred the piece of celestial jewellery I had right there with me. I turned within the embrace and stretched my arms over Ishana’s shoulders. Her hair was tousled as if the four Anemoi had been blowing on it.

“Having a heart-to-heart with the missing star?”

“More like expecting him to fall from the sky at any moment.”

Her lips were stiff with sleep, lukewarm from snuggling under the blankets, and salty. As appealing as the prospect of snogging in bed for the rest of the morning was, we had a full day ahead. Our first engagement was with the admiral.

“So, Aphrodite didn’t take the sun away. She just hid it from our loveless hearts,” Ishana said, shielding her eyes.

“Something like that, aye. Not that Helios would be delighted by the idea. That guy likes to be seen.”

“Had you never heard reports of Lovers seeing the sun?”

“Of course I did.”

“But you didn’t believe it, and the Order went to great pains to silence those who spoke the truth.”

“Not as much as you might expect. After the Twilight War, non-Lovers did most of the job of silencing those who declaimed the heart as the key to the sun. Accepting the world is condemned requires less energy.”

Ishana looked away from the sun, her forehead still scrunched. “Twilight War?”

“A conflict between the Priestesses and the Paladins of Helios who believed they could rescue the sun from his prison of shadows.”

“Considering I never heard of the Paladins, I assume they weren’t very successful.”

I shrugged. “It had some cracking moments, like the Battle of Ciel Rouge, but theirs was a lost cause since the beginning. Some Paladins dispersed, joined other Cults, and are no doubt still scheming, but they’re not a concern any more.”

Before heading to our meeting, we passed by the stable. Caramel received us with displeasure, but after a quick inspection to his heart, I concluded that no ill-treatment had befallen him. The owner said it would be his greatest pleasure to receive us again, a proposal that Caramel refuted with a whinny.

“Needn’t worry, big boy. Soon you’ll be back to all the luxury that, personally, I don’t think you deserve.”

Reactions to our presence were less hyperbolic than in the Belt, though you’d always find the odd tosser who despaired at the mere sight of two purple figures. Ishana kept her hand close to the hilt of her sword, stiff muscles moulding her into a statuesque warrior. I kept my antennae up for danger.

“Would the Swords favour us if a Priestess appeared?”

I followed Ishana’s gaze to a pair of Swords of Nemesis chatting amiably while drinking from hot mugs of coffee. “Did you know that many millenniums ago, Aphrodite and Nemesis were worshipped as the same Goddess?”

“Could’ve just said no...”

The harbour was gigantic. Two moored galleons pointed their long bowsprits at the expanse of sapphire-blue ocean waiting for the oak monsters to try and tame it. Smaller merchant ships scattered along the coast brought in nets of salmon, trout, and crab. Sails were replaced, masts repaired, figureheads varnished. Sailors seized the mild weather to rest on the meadow neighbouring the harbour, pretending to not mind the many bowls of milk and totems of conch shells left by many other sailors who begged Aphrodite’s mercy before embarking on their seafaring journey.

Seagulls perched on pillars and masts, watching for easy food. Sea lions slept on stone beds. Soldiers patrolled the six hundred feet of space between watchtowers and cluster of pubs where trouble and murder were regulars. Further away, fishing boats, ants compared to the giant seafarers, bobbed in the Vóreath Sea.

A fishy, salty aura enclosed the Port. We zigzagged through streets further from the sea, though that brought little relief. Near the restaurants, the stench was somewhat more bearable as fish were cooked and crabs drowned in boiling pots.

“I miss the smell inside that cow’s belly.” Ishana covered her nose with the hood.

“Consider it a warm-up for the journey ahead.”

Near the inlet, a massive gate locked the private docks where the warships hibernated. We climbed a flight of stairs to the highest point of the Port, a small village paved with sandstone and populated by buildings of the same material. There, we showed the lioness crest and asked for the admiral.

After finishing their salutations, the soldiers led us through a knot of small but refined houses. A neutral temple had been erected at the village’s square. Peeking inside, I saw offerings to Zeus, Hera, and lavish gifts for Poseidon. Red and pink candles burned for Aphrodite, traces of burnt papers forming circles at their base.

An elevated platform held a telescope. Around the instrument, Admiral Ryker chatted with two members of their fleet. Brown hair floated around a weather-beaten face, full lips spoke in mannered tones. Informed of our arrival, they were quick to dismiss their company.

“Carys. Ishana,” they bowed twice. Lowell included my title in the letter; I wondered why the admiral hadn’t used it. What were the chances that Lowell had sent a second, secret message with one of his very busy Messengers? “Ah, Caramel. Long time no see, friend.” They scratched behind the steed’s ear, earning a hideous smile. “I hope you had a pleasant journey.”

We smiled and thanked their prompt reception.

Ryker invited us to approach the low stone wall. They pointed at a schooner berthed beyond the warship gates, in a less hectic section of the harbour. Two masts, half the size of the pair of galleon beasts, the brown hull adorned with a figurehead indistinguishable from that distance.

“That is our comrade.”

“Have you sailed in that thing before?” Ishana asked.

“She is a veteran of the seas! You would not believe the stories she carries in her prow.” Ryker answered like a proud parent.

As predicted, they led us on a tour, explaining the logistics of the Whale’s Port and complaining of ruffians washed up on their shore. We reached a mansion with navy-blue walls and a rudder-shaped clock on the façade. A statue of Poseidon graced the entrance, jets of water streaming from the shell-shaped tips of his trident.

Ryker ordered one of the servants to show Caramel to a bucket of vegetables and freshwater. “Wonderful creatures!”

I shuddered when the horse left us and hoped I’d never need to see him or any other of his species again.

Inside the mansion, with its shades of blue and green, tentacle-shaped sofas, and a gigantic aquarium in the hall, it was like exploring the ocean on the back of an Oceanid. A tiny statue of Aphrodite dangled above the aquarium, suspended from the ceiling by a hook. Ishana widened her eyes at me, and I stifled a laugh.

Double doors with glass panels opened into the parlour. Three upholstered chairs waited for us around a circular table with a map of the world on it. A smaller table was supplied with a jar of tea and another of wine, biscuits covered with tuna pâté, and a dish that gave me pause: bara brith.

“I pray you will find the recipe satisfactory, Carys,” Ryker said, enjoying one slice of the cake. “The Orb excels at food that is practical and delicious, I will take any excuse to enjoy them. Have you tried it, Ishana?”

“I have not.”

She approached the table with unbound curiosity. Before satiating it, she passed me one piece. Not expecting much, I took a bite.

The cake dissolved, flooding my mouth with raisins and currants. A sharper taste of candied citrus peel spiked my tongue. It was like eating a solid tea full of aromatic spices, a harmony that few could master. Ryker’s cooks did. The wheel of flavours reminded me of... home. Mam Ellis and mamgu cooking on bakestones, our big and chaotic family gathered around the table to eat bara brith, crempog, oatmeal biscuits, thick rounds of cheese, and drink cider produced from our own apple trees.

“It’s wonderful!” Ishana said with her mouth full, not caring for the crumbs she dropped on the laminated floor.

“Please, feel free to eat as much as you want.”

Ishana accepted Ryker’s offer. I filled a glass until it overflowed, the wine dry as a dead fish. Before my legs could betray me, I took my seat. Ishana sat by my side, blissfully oblivious with her plate of bara brith.

“Flying Coral is a respected member of our fleet, notorious for having transported valuable goods and renowned personalities,” Ryker resumed their discourse on the schooner they had arranged for us. “Three carronades on each side, two culverins in the rear. I know, I know! They are just precautions. I have also assembled honest folks who have served the Crown for years. A small crew, as requested; twenty men with the competence and the bravery of an army.”

“How many days on the sea” I interrupted their endless flannel.

Ryker glanced at the map. “Are the coordinates accurate?”

“As accurate as possible,” Ishana said, licking her fingers loudly. “Most important is that you trust me when I say where the island is. Otherwise, we’ll all die.”

“His Majesty mentioned an illusion?”

“Craggy rocks targeting whoever approaches like a hundred spears.”

The admiral scratched their chin, analysing a blank spot in the ocean marked with a red circle.

“Five days with the blessing of the seas,” they concluded. “Maybe more if we do not find the island or run into obstacles.”

“We’ll find it. The island, I mean,” I said.

“Will you need an escort on land?” Ryker’s question caught me off guard. Nefarious ideas crossed my mind, but I dismissed them. For now.

“No.”

We finished our breakfast and said our farewells.

“Is tomorrow morning a good time to leave, ladies?”

“As soon as possible.”

Ryker’s laugh was like Scylla’s piercing cries. “It will be an unforgettable journey.”

“I’m sure it will,” I muttered.

Orca Square was the largest open market in Whale’s Port. At that hour of the morning, with the... sun... up and smouldering, tourists would be running over themselves to find exotic delicacies while locals, knowing where to go, would fish for the best prices and products.

Before we joined the bustling square, I pulled Ishana aside.

“Something wrong?” she asked, instantly alert.

“Relax, cariad. Look there.” I pointed to a young man dozing in a chair when he should’ve been attracting customers to the obscure tent of whoever was stupid enough to entrust him with the job. Trout and murky salmons lined the counter, flies circling the unprotected food. “Focus on him.”

She must’ve understood my intentions, for she eagerly positioned herself to study the target.

“Close your eyes. Listen to my voice and the beating of our hearts. Ignore the rest. Can you feel the blood churning in my veins?” Some seconds passed before Ishana nodded. “Call my blood to you. Feel your veins opening, receiving my power. Erect a sanctuary for this power, make it feel at home within you.” That wasn’t a practice recommended by the Priestesses but fuck them. I was the master now, and my guiding principle was follow your heart. “Free your new energy, let it expand, identify the hearts around you. Find your target. Clasp his aorta. Tug at his veins. Sense his muscles expanding and contracting. Your goal is to cause him a minor cardiac arrest.”

Veins glowed along Ishana’s neck. Blood rushed to her head, painting it red like a goldfinch’s. Pressure grew in my skull; for a moment, I feared Ishana would explode us. Which didn’t stop me from smiling as I remembered my first time wielding Heart Magic. There was no way to practice on inanimate dummies.

But Holy Aphrodite, there was never this chain around my neck, dragging me deeper and deeper into the red ocean. I was about to bring Ishana back when it happened. The boy’s chest burst into a mass of shattered bones and sliced viscera. The heart was spat out, intact, and it slid across the street in a slick trail. We followed its trajectory until it slammed into a tent’s pole. Screams rippled through the crowd.

Ishana into laughter. I grimaced.

“Dew dew! If this is your notion of a minor cardiac arrest, I can’t wait to see what you’ll do when I ask you to explode someone’s head!”

An audience gathered around the gungy, blood-spattered muscle that twitched like a wounded animal.

Ishana raised her chin. “It may be my shame, but it’s also my virtue to be so bloody powerful!”

I put an arm around her shoulder. Her heart was beating fast, intensely. “I like your spirit, cariad.”

“Let me see if I got this straight,” she said, interlacing her fingers on my dangling hand. “Twin connection allows me to access Heart Magic without training?”

“More or less. You won’t be able to conjure more advanced spells unless you practice them on your own, but it allows you to play with some basic tricks. Though that trick you pulled there wasn’t so basic mun.”

Half a dozen people vomited. Guards hurried to clean the scene before the stink of death, stronger than a dozen shoals of fish, scared clients away. They looked around for a possible culprit. Catching sight of Priestesses, they abandoned the investigation.

“So, does this mean you can access my Moon Magic?”

“In theory, yes.”

“But?” Ishana probed.

“Last night, I woke up and tried to... sense the moon. Didn’t work. The truth, and I’ll kill you if you tell anyone this, is that Heart Magic isn’t difficult to learn. It can drive practitioners insane, especially students, and it drains your life force every time you use it as the many stories of Priestesses who succumbed to the addictive spells will tell you. But it isn’t hard. The way I see it, Heart Magic is easy to obtain and to lose—and lose yourself with it. Moon Magic, on the other hand, requires infinitely more will and dedication, but once you domain it... you’re in heaven!”

“Heaven,” she weighed the idea. “Eh, I think that’s a good place to start.”

“To start?” I whistled.

“Yes. And when we get there, you’ll cook your region’s traditional dishes for me.”

“You wish.”

We made our way to the conglomerate of tents arranged in a large “O” around Orca Square. A multitude of different dialects and languages travelled in the sultry air, competing with the vendor’s yells. Paupers lined up in a secluded corner to receive their alms. Soldiers watched from a watchtower outside the square, rifle straps slung over their shoulders.

In times past, I would scan those hundreds of hearts, deaf to everything else. I had my sonar back, but it seemed such a waste. Instead, I linked my hand with Ishana’s. She shuddered at the contact, but when I looked at her, she was smiling in that giddy manner I read about in romance novels. And the reminiscence of aversion I had against my own feelings liquefied into a gruff indifference to the world and its eyes.

During yesterday’s planning, Ishana told me that the islanders loved to eat anything brought by the sea—a taste acquired more out of necessity than innate predilections, I assumed. Whale’s Port displayed a plethora of lobsters, crabs, prawns, oysters, mussels, octopus, sharks, salmon, and the most exotic species of fish and crustaceans. Many of the names we encountered I didn’t know, but Ishana had been well-trained, gastronomic explanations on the tip of her tongue.

After two hours of wandering and haggling, we emerged from the dreadful market carrying seven barrels heavy with a prestigious feast. Dividing them into two trolleys, we pushed the purchases to our hut, leaving them outside so it wouldn’t be further infested with fish ghosts. A local guard earned a silver coin to watch over our booty.

Although Whale’s Port wasn’t the best place to buy booze, small underground establishments advertised an instigating variety of products. Beer from Sieniki, sparkling wine from Soliakó, liqueurs with bizarre smells from Vermógi.

Ironically, I spent the rest of my savings on alcohol. Regardless of the outcome of our venture, we wouldn’t need many coins in the future. And to think that this madness started because of fifty thousand gold coins. Well, sort of.

We returned to our hut with ten crates of alcoholic beverages. Not trusting the soldier with it, we brought the crates inside. My muscles ached from carrying so much weight back and forth.

Pain, fatigue, happiness, desire; all spectrums of feeling were amplified. Before, I did not understand why Aphrodite froze age after the first death; now I saw it as charity. Degradation did not catch up with me after my soul merged with Ishana’s. My existence on this world amounted to one hundred and thirty-eight years, but my mortal chronology was just two years older than my Twin. And now it would continue from where it had been interrupted.

A lucky bastard, that’s what I was. My Twin was not like others I had seen before I became a Priestess or pacified after I donned the purple mantle. She was not a maiden waiting for salvation. She was not lost in enchanted universes promised by a fabled Love. And she was not a noblewoman either. She was a fierce, ambitious, intelligent, and gorgeous warrior.

“Aren’t you tired of ogling me?” Ishana was sitting in the chair, combing her hair.

“Nope. There’s plenty to look at.”

A shade crossed her eyes, dilating her pupils. My heart pounded like one of Zeus’ thunders announcing the coming of a storm that will bathe the land and make it richer.

Ishana put the comb down and approached the bed. She sat gracefully beside me, the decorum so unlike her that it startled me.

“We never consummated our alliance,” she said.

“But we—”

“Yes, we had sex, and it was mean. But I never got the chance to reciprocate. Last time, we were... interrupted.”

A dry laugh echoed in the small hut. That was one way of putting it.

“I’m not resentful or anything,” I said. “It was cracking for me as well.”

“I know you aren’t, but I kind of want to try as well?” Ishana cupped my face, turning it back towards her. “And I feel like you are hiding from me.”

Hiding? It was such a ridiculous notion! And yet, there was truth to it. I sighed, withdrawing from her touch.

“Do you know one of the tasks we need to complete to become a Priestess?” Ishana shook her head. “Seduce someone. You see, we must honour and weaponize every aspect of Aphrodite, so it makes sense, right? Can you guess whom I seduced?” She reflected for a while. An idea shone in her eyes—Agnes, probably—, but then she shook her head again. “No one.”

“Then how did you pass?”

“Here’s another surprise for you: there are asexual Priestesses. And I happened to be... friends may be a strong word, but I knew one with some degree of camaraderie.”

Ishana nodded. “You struck a deal with her. But what did she gain?”

“Peace. New recruits were always betting who would be the one to bed her. So, we struck a deal and locked ourselves in a room for hours, sometimes making noises to give crumbs to the pigeons, but mostly just drinking and playing cards.” I laughed ruefully. “Dariela hated me because she was the only one who saw the real me. A farce. A collection of rebellious acts and horror stories poorly pieced together. Pheme created me, not Aphrodite. Perhaps I should’ve been a Maenad, after all. And perhaps you will discover that you fell in Love with the idea of a person, not with her true self.”

When I gathered the courage to look up, I was taken aback by Ishana’s eyeroll. “Quit spilling shit. I figured you out way before I gave you my heart. To you, not to Carys Epistro’phia. Fucking ugly name, by the way.”

“It means—”

A kiss silenced me. Her mouth closed around my lower lip, then pressed back, asking for a commitment. My lips parted in a silent vow, and she slipped her tongue inside. I fell onto the bed with her straddling me and we took turns unbuttoning each other’s corsets. Ishana splayed her long fingers over my naked chest, preventing me from following her when she raised out of my reach.

“You are the Titan of Love,” she proclaimed, tracing tantalising fingers across my belly, tense with anticipation. I had no idea where the title came from, but I wasn’t about to argue. “Now I get to worship you as much as I want.”

She lowered herself again. A chill spread over my torso when our navels touched, thawed by a surging heat when her hard nipples brushed against mine. She leaned in to join our lips, whispering caresses down to my heart. I was transported to a garden on a summer day, the wind ruffling the grass in a lovely song of adoration, but not as lovely as my Twin’s dulcet voice. Seasonal flowers perfumed the breeze, though their aroma was nothing compared to my Twin’s hair.

Reality collapsed on me when her mouth seized one of my nipples. My waist jerked up, seeking her, but Ishana moved out of reach.

“Be patient, beloved. I want to devote my time to you.”

“Sorry.”

She grinned wide as she caressed my chest with kisses. “Don’t be. Your desire is my power.”

As promised, Ishana took her time. I tried to remain obediently still, but I failed to contain happy little moans as she kneaded my muscles, nibbled at my lips, pinched the soft flesh of my neck. She found my most sensitive spots as if she had a treasure map. Under her palm, I learned what it was like to share the bed with a Lover: someone who saw the entirety of you and relished the good parts along with the many damaged ones.

“You’re gorgeous, even when you’re repulsive,” Ishana said as if reading my thoughts. Sharing them, most likely. “Will you open your legs for me, beloved?”

I did, and black flames danced in her eyes once more, spreading to ignite my senses with the beauty of the woman kneeling before me.

“Please,” I whispered.

“What is it that you need?”

“You. Now.”

Beaming that heaven-shattering smile, she lowered her head, peppering kisses on my red-hot inner thighs. Silky locks tickled my legs. I gripped the sheets before I spiralled upwards. In that same deliberate, calculated way, she swept her tongue across my clit, and pink bubbles exploded across my vision.

“Ishana...” Now I heard what she meant when she said I sometimes “sang.”

“Are you feeling good, my guardian?”

“Better would be heresy.”

“I’m sure our Goddess will understand,” she said as masterful fingers replaced her tongue, drawing soft lines.

It was an agony of the best kind; a delicious torture invented by the most sacred among the Olympians.

Smacking of lips. I gathered the strength to look up and found Ishana peering at me, a question in her adorable eyes. Lacking the coherence to form a full sentence, I simply nodded. Without taking her eyes off me, she pushed a finger inside.

I cried out, loud enough to frighten any gull perched on the nearby rooftops.

“Cry. Cry for the Creator. Let her know you have chosen me!”

She thrust a second finger, her speed matching the eager ebb and flow of my hips. Abandoning her temperance, Ishana brought her other arm up and squeezed my breast. I thrashed about, dug my nails into her shoulders, desperate for more contact.

“Oh, my Goddess!” The rustic walls of the hut trembled.

Ishana showed no mercy, turning me into a being that was pure sensation. Every part of me that was alive clamoured for her. I wanted it to last forever, but there was no point in resisting. Jump. Let it fall.

I cried the name of my goddess, the one who gifted me bliss unparalleled. Ishana pulled away slowly and crawled to our pillows. Lying down half on top of me, she kissed my throbbing temple as I revelled in the aftershock of my best and most unbelievable orgasm. I grabbed her hair, kissing her deeply, revelling in the liquid pleasure dripping from her chin.

“Any regrets?” she purred.

“To be honest, like, I’m not sure. Maybe we should perform an encore so I can make a better judgment.”

Ishana shook her head. “You’re hopeless.”

I locked her in a tight embrace, savouring the juxtaposition of our sweaty bodies; how our hairs glued to our skin, lending me traces of silver and flashing red across her chest. How wonderful if I could melt into her skin, float in her blood, sleep between her osteoblasts.

For I had found the answer for the question I spent one hundred and seventeen years looking. Mamau had been right all along. The answer was never lost in old world ruins, impenetrable forests, or hidden temples of Aphrodite. It had always been inside. And Ishana was the key.

I closed my eyes. “Not any more.”


It isn’t Easy for us to Rival Goddesses in the Loveliness of their Figures

“Her name was Áine, and she was the smartest Priestess I’ve ever met. One of the smartest people I’ve ever met, really.”

“What happened to her?” I asked, my curiosity about this asexual, tough-as-nails Priestess at its peak.

“No one knows.” Carys shrugged in a way that said she still racked her mind from time to time. “Áine was never the gregarious kind, so it took months for anyone to miss her. When they did, months had passed since someone had last seen her.”

“Do you reckon she carked it?”

“Oh, no. Charities from Haillikós, Énotacht and even Ellada sent letters through the Messengers, and they were all delivered.”

“Hasn’t anyone tried to stalk the Messengers?” I asked, immediately chastising my slow brain.

“They sure did mun.”

Sleep didn’t come that night, no more than a nap after the consummation, and yet I was radiating. We were naked in bed, changing positions so first Carys was hugging me, then she was nestling against my chest, then we were holding each other in a delightful cwtch. Assembling and disassembling this puzzle to discover and appreciate every piece of one other.

In this appreciative dance, we shared stories of the time before—me before Carys, Carys before me. She told me of missions abroad, of her home and places she’d like to visit; revealed more secrets of the Priestesses’ training and gossiped about her sisters’ mishaps; chronicled days of peace on the beach, in the mountains, or reading in her cottage. I made an effort to recount happy—or not-so-infuriating—memories of my life on the Island of Venus. Like when I won the gold medal in the Children’s Olympic Games, made a mess in the kitchen on my first attempt at cooking, and sneaked out of the palace with a pilfered weapon to stab one of the teenagers that smoked outside when no one was looking (unfortunately, the knife was blunt, and the boy didn’t die). She had seen my journey through Haillikós, but since many things were blurred, I retold some of my best recollections. Including the warrior and her apprentice.

“Grey Eyes, probably,” Carys said.

“It’s weird seeing them without their shining armour.”

“Pupils are selected from a young age and trained one-on-one until they reach adulthood. Some inherit their warrior’s spear and shield, while others choose priesthood.”

So many conversations about the Gods, yet I had never asked Carys about one very intriguing subject. “Has an Olympian ever appeared to you?”

“Aye.”

I supported my head with one hand, gazing down at Carys’ haughty smile. “Straight up? Who?”

“Dionysus.”

My surprise dissolved into annoyance. “And you didn’t think of telling me that after we met those clowns?”

“I didn’t know what to think. Still don’t...”

“Did they say something?”

Her sigh was nostalgic rather than indignant. “It was after my sisters lynched me because of the World Without Love theory. I had just arrived in the Tunic, skint, with nowhere to go. This person sat down beside me and offered me a bottle of wine. I drunk, and kept drinking, and the bottle refused to empty. I looked at my companion and found this blond creature with glowing skin and winter clothes, smiling as if I were a lost friend, and telling me that the party must go on. And they stayed there until I got drunk—I was absolutely steaming that day—and dozed off.”

While I meditated on a world fuller of the Gods’ presence than I dreamed of, Carys started crooning. Soft like a lullaby, it soothed the studious creases on my forehead. I snuggled up to her chest, listening to a song as old as creation, already sung by the wind when Gaia and Uranus gave birth to Heaven and Earth.

“When did it begin? When did you become aware of your feelings?” I asked. Carys stopped humming.

“I don’t know,” she said. She wove her fingers in my hair, and I lay on my back, enjoying the feeling. “Perhaps it was after I woke up from my coma. Or perhaps when Briana threatened to take you away. Might have been earlier, when you plucked that camellia for me. But I believe it was earlier still, on the moment we stepped outside the ruined temple. The two of us alone. I didn’t desire you then. Never crossed my mind to care for you. But there was something. Curiosity, I might call it. A peculiar interest for the girl who fell on my lap, got on my nerves, and who I wished to give such a strong kick her babbling mouth would drop to her stomach.” I laughed, amused by the imagined scene. Carys would’ve known much earlier that there was not an ounce of demureness in me. “With you, I experienced more emotions than I could count. With you, I felt alive. In retrospect, Love existed from the beginning, but when did I become aware? I cannot pinpoint the exact moment, only that when it finally dawned on me, my heart no longer belonged to me.”

How could I have replied? Whatever declaration I gave would have paled in comparison. “How would I say, ‘my charming poet’ in Cymraeg?”

A small, satisfied smile appeared at the corner of her lips. “Fy mardd swynol.”

“Fy mardd swynol,” I repeated, my tongue twisting on the last word. “We’re perfect for each other, you know? We held hands and condemned ourselves.”

“There’s nothing more romantic. Who thought I’d one day say the shit I used to write?”

Lost in the movements of her fleshy mouth, I almost missed the meaning behind her rambling. “What did you say?”

“Doesn’t matter. We talked too much already.”

With one palm on her chest, I pinned her to the bed. “No, no, you won’t get away so easily. You used to write?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Oh, you most certainly did! Spill the tea, Carys. No secrets allowed in this sacred bed!”

She dropped her face onto the pillow with a groan. Pretend as she might, there was more amusement than annoyance in the slight upturn of her lips.

I tucked a rebellious strand behind her ear and planted a kiss on her shoulder before using it as a better pillow. Carys turned to me, embracing one of my legs with one of hers. The blue of her eyes wavered like small ripples on a lake caused by a drizzle that starts, timid, trying not to be noticed.

“I told you about Pont Werdd. Sometimes I went there to be alone or watch the waves. Other times... I took a notebook and a pen with me. I was so young; I didn’t even know what I was writing about. But I dreamed, and the ink gave shape to the vague images in my head.”

She enveloped me with one tense arm, clinging to me as if afraid the wind would blow me away.

“Stories of valiant warriors travelling the world, flying creatures meeting maidens of the sea. Goddesses falling in Love with mortals,” Carys scoffed at her younger, sweetly innocent self. “Believe it or not, I didn’t know what had happened with the world. I thought the Constellation of Vengeance was pretty, and the woman up there was crying with joy. We only had a statue of Hera at home, but they hid the truth from us. So, I was allowed to wallow in my illusion until reality stabbed me right in the heart.”

Young Carys sat at the cliff’s edge, filling pages with ink. Smiling a smile that would warm Aphrodite’s heart. I pictured myself by her side, delighted by childish fantasies.

“Don’t mock that girl,” I said. “She’s the one who sculpted that for me.” I pointed at the Love spoon cocooned in the middle of our discarded clothes. “I can hear her voice, read the words printed in her dreamy blue eyes.”

“I-I didn’t think she existed any more.”

“I’m glad she does.”

Carys held my hand and kissed my fingertips. There was a change in her demeanour that separated her from the girl. “Do I deserve a reward?”

“Oh, how romantic she is!”

Putting a period in that chapter of our life, I stole her lips, my limbs going numb as Carys put her deft writer’s hands to good use.
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We were in a restaurant, shielded from the sun by a parasol. After three days, my fascination waned. Fortunately, we lived in a region where the sun’s presence wasn’t overbearing. Imagine living on the continent—perish the thought!

Two conch-shaped plates had been served with mixed portions of seafood. It tasted better than I remembered. Most of what was caught on the island, despite Selma's best culinary efforts, tasted of sand or was served with too much salt. Here, every specimen had a distinct, luscious flavour.

Waves grazed the rocks. From that distance, their intercourse sounded docile, harmless, but I could not ignore the fact that later I would be boarding a ship. Braving a calm river was one thing; facing the vast and deep ocean, house of the Kraken, domain of the temperamental God of the Seas, Horses, and Storms, was another. I had seen what stormy waves did to ships. Worthless pieces of wood and flesh would wash up on the island’s shore, wrecks of what not many nights before had been a majestic vessel and its crew.

In the worst-case scenario, I could manipulate the waves and get us to safety. But if push comes to shove, would I have the strength to tug the umbilical cord between me and the cosmos in our favour? I wanted to believe that I would, but...

“I hope that excitement is because you’re thinking of me.” The groggy voice chased away my nightmares.

My heart rate had accelerated; so had hers. Carys bit the head off a shrimp, chewing it slowly in a motion that was both sexy and unnerving. I smiled, but she kept her eyes anchored on me. Eluding someone who shares your feelings was impossible. At the smallest fluctuation, Carys became a shark, smelling blood until she found the source.

“Five days on the ship, eh?”

Which didn’t stop the shark from showing its sharp teeth. “We can get one more barrel for you, my dwt fish.”

“It’s a tempting offer, but we’re going to live on an island, and who knows where we’ll be going in the future? I must—and I will—defeat my monsters.”

“And I’ll be by your side. At the very least to laugh at you.” Carys raised her glass of whiskey, and we toasted. As she drank, her encouraging halo acquired a sombre aspect. It could have been the sun shifting in the sky, but awareness was mutual. I was no Priestess; never would be. But my Twin’s heart I learned to read in the same way I was becoming familiar with Shakespeare’s poetry. The ocean didn’t terrify her, but her mortality did.

“When are we leaving?” I asked.

“After Ryker’s midday meeting.”

I licked the oyster’s juice from my fingers and jumped off the chair. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“To a private place.”

Driven by the phenomenon of mystery, Carys gulped down the rest of her whiskey and followed me, bringing the last shrimp with her.

People looked at us differently, as if we were flaunting a secret, a set of drawings inscribed along the purple of our overcoats which, however hard they squinted, they could not make heads or tails of.

Let them look! Let them envy us! One day, my Twin and I would rise to Olympus, and then they would understand the meaning of Love.

We approached Orca Square, but I guided her along the edge instead of wading through the market. Behind the vendors shouting like pirates, there was a stretch of solitude. Observing the other day from the privileged position of the admiral’s house, I learned that the feeling of suffocation was a fixed point of entropy. Outside that zone, the city was rather tame, a whale that slumbered after eating too many fishes.

Muddy streets run among brick houses as if a giant worm had eaten some buildings of the original block. We turned into an alley, the bare soil without a trace of footprints.

Signalling for Carys to stay, I took some distance from her then spun on my heels, knees angled, shoulders squared. Keris came out of my sheath with a sharp noise.

“Come on,” I challenged my adversary.

Carys sniggered. “What’s this?”

“There’s carnage ahead. I must make sure I’m sharp as my blade and fast as my arrows.”

She shifted her weight from one leg to the other. “That’s awfully dangerous.”

“I wouldn’t have proposed it otherwise.”

Carys wet her lips. “You know what it’s like to fight as a Twin, aye?”

I grinned. “It’s a test of skill as well as of endurance.”

“This is a terrible idea.”

“The best kind.”

Before I could think of more arguments to convince her, the dove bared its claws and rushed me. The movement was so swift that I only registered the dagger when the red garnet twinkled like a garish wound against the white backdrop.

The blade slashed the air inches from where my nose had been. Without a second to spare to catch my breath, I leapt away from her blows, arming myself during my escape. Her laughter echoed over the buzz of adrenaline in my ears.

Grinning like a crocodile, I seized a window to surprise her with a sweep kick. She swayed but didn’t fall and used that momentum to bite my ankle with her heels.

Normally, Carys would go for a deadly follow-up. But this time...

“Fuck!” My aggressor cried, feeling the same blow I did.

I roared with laughter. “Fun, eh?”

I learned the hard way that damage inflicted by Lovers on themselves took longer to heal. However, by the time we recovered, our bellies aching, the pain had already been neutralised. So, Heart Magic can tell when you’re playing, and when we’re being serious. Smart!

We clashed for round two.

My swings were better coordinated, more judicious. Keris kissed her cheek, then my knee landed on her stomach. Hitting me was not as easy as before, but when Carys succeeded, she proved that the vigour in those hands had not been lost with her immortality.

Burning with the honourable bruises of victory and defeat, we made our blades sing like wind chimes. Our hearts pounded like war drums, and we obeyed its commands. Every sinew in my limbs vibrated.

Pain was a terrific instructor, teaching each of us an important lesson in defence. Carys learned to dodge instead of using her body as a shield, and I learned better parrying techniques, saving my energy for when I needed to dodge and jump the most.

We stopped when our arms were covered in nasty ridges and our legs were too shaky to carry us. We collapsed to the ground, slick with our sweat and blood.

“That was intense,” I gasped, my lips cleaved.

“Aye. I’m afraid the pupil is surpassing her master.”

“After today, I’d say we’re equal.”

“Getting there,” Carys teased. “First, you need to learn how to shoot with your bow.”

“Lowri said that if I used it to protect the one I loved, I would never miss the target.”

She scrunched up her nose. “Very romantic but don’t expect me to believe you aimed at Dariela’s shoulder.”

“I—”

“Your aim sucks, cariad!”

I punched her arm, and she laughed. I shut her up with a rough pash, strands of wet hair clinging to our lips. She smelled like the earth after rain, the sun pouring down on her like honey. Getting rid of those stinky clothes would be a blessing.

Carys seemed to hear my thoughts. We helped each other to stand, a naughty twinkle to her smile. Then, her expression soured, and she pressed me against a wall, covering my mouth. I glared at Carys, nodding at our enemy. We can kill her! We must kill her, cut her in tiny pieces, and feed them to the fish! I wanted to scream, but my damn Twin must’ve been using Heart Magic to keep me sedated, for I had no strength to fight her grip.

“I’m scrambling our heartbeats, so she won’t find us. But it won’t fool her forever. We’re leaving. Now.”

Admiral Ryker, when we met them, was in the middle of a meeting. But they eagerly dismissed their colleagues in favour of “divine business” and sent one of their servants to fetch our luggage. The horses looked happy in the admiral’s garden, which I took as a good omen. Nevertheless, I promised Poseidon that if he allowed us to safely reach the Island of Venus, I would build a stable in his name. I didn’t know what good a stable would do on an island, but Poseidon was the God of the Seas and Horses, so I assumed the two had more in common than the eye could see.

Ten minutes later, we were face to face with the Flying Coral, waiting as the ramp descended to the illustrious passengers. The sails flapped like the wings of a giant, impatient bird. Up close, our schooner grew, bigger than the galleons, eclipsing my hard-won sun. And so brittle, bobbing with the smallest of waves.

The breath caught in my throat. My lips, my tongue, my whole body dried up. Heat, rain, wind—I could not bear it again! Where was Pegasus?

“Ready?” Carys asked, offering me her hand. Her voice was the song of benevolent sirens, chanting courage into my heart. Last time, in the boat, I did not have Carys.

“Yes,” I said, squeezing her hand.

With Carys’ support, I was able to climb the ramp, expelling from my head images of the ship breaking in half. Like an egg? Asherah would ask. Yes, like a fucking egg!

“Is everything okay?”

My legs were stone. The oak floors shook under my feet, scratched and decrepit under the layer of resin. I was certain that the ship would nose-dive with all of us inside it to the bottom of the ocean. The crew’s laughter and shouts were a cruel acceptance of death.

“I-I can’t fucking do it! Y-you can’t f-force me!”

“Hey!” Carys held my face, looking me in the eyes. They were blue like the sea, but instead of waking my worst nightmares, they calmed the monsters. “Remember the river? You trusted me to protect you before, aye? Trust me to protect you now.”

“That was a river. This is... it is...”

“A bigger river.”

I opened my mouth to protest. Couldn’t find the words. Carys’ nonchalance took me back to that moment when I lay in her arms, floating in the river.

Ryker joined the crew, waving at us. “All aboard and ready to go. Shall we?”

Twenty pairs of eyes fell on me. I nodded to my guardian, my fingers gripping hers until they were dead-white. I swallowed the rest of my doubts, locking them in my stomach. It would be a calm journey. Perhaps even pleasant.

“Let’s go,” I said.

The ship started moving. And I passed out.


Love Wells on your Delightful Face

My viscera were tied into a knot, and for the umpteenth time, I squatted in front of the bucket. Unlike the other times, I vomited nothing but watery matter. I hugged my aching stomach, trying to put it back in place. Everything inside me was rioting.

Carys wiped my chin with a wet cloth and raised the canteen to my lips. I was afraid to drink, but Ryker insisted I needed to hydrate myself, and Carys would make sure I followed their instructions. So, I drank and curled up in my Twin’s arms like a sick baby.

“It will pass,” she said, probing my forehead for signs of fever. “You just need to get used to it.”

That was hard to believe, as much as I wanted to.

I was impaired by no fever or other manifestations; still, my mind came up with dozens of likeable maladies, every hour manifesting a new symptom. Scenarios would pile up, showing me how I would agonise every day until the end of our journey. And then I would arrive at the Island of Venus, dead, and Carys would have to face everyone alone.

An impossible development, of course, for she would drown along with me in that swamp of sickness. Even if Carys managed to survive, the ship would surely sink before it reached the island.

Sometime during that spiralling nightmare, I braced my stomach for more. But there was nothing else to throw up. My stomach cleared and, with it, my judgment. Carys was there, up and running; my illness apparently hadn’t affected her, which made me re-evaluate the situation. Was I truly sick? Or as sick as I dreaded? In the end, my prophecies proved false, once again giving Carys reason.

In the morning—I wasn’t sure how many days had passed—, I woke up feeling incredibly well. There was a discomfort in my stomach as if a little fish were swimming in my intestines, but it was bearable. Our copy of The Complete Works of Williams Shakespeare rested on the pillow. Warm under the sheets, it took me a moment to realise that Carys wasn’t there. Her presence, though, was nearby, and it was another positive sign that I could sense her beyond the cabin’s walls.

My balance wavered as my feet touched the floor. I gripped the bedhead and closed my eyes, waiting for the world to stop spinning. Tentatively, I took a step forward. The ship continued on its course, and while its fluctuations still made me agitated, they were no longer dismaying.

Our barrels of seafood were grouped in the back of the cabin, tied together with a thick rope. Opposite them were the crates of alcohol. A candle covered by a lampshade radiated a mustard fire that smelled of lavender and fought valiantly to dethrone the foulness of sickness and fish. I inhaled, purifying my lungs with the perfumed smoke.

I put on my shoes and took experimental steps towards the door. Grasping the doorknob with both hands, I turned it and moved aside to let the door open by itself. After many awful hours, I left the confinement imposed by my traumatised organism.

A wet breeze washed my face. In front of our room, a locked door pointed to a second, empty chamber. At the end of the corridor was located the captain’s cabin, also locked. Between that and the two passenger rooms, stairs led down to, if memory didn’t fail me, a dining room. Music and voices, Ryker’s commanding tone among them, resounded behind a square-shaped grey light. I walked towards it. My shoes were heavy as if soaked as I climbed the short flight of stairs.

Fresh air stung my skin like a hundred ants biting me at once. The voices were suddenly muffled. I pressed my palms to my ears, the pressure upending my balance. I managed to lean against the hull, preventing a disastrous fall.

“Look who decided to join us!” Carys’ ringing voice penetrated the awful obstruction.

Breathing demanded some effort until I got used to the taste of that salty, imperious wind. She came to me, cupping my face to inspect my colour, and I had the elegance not to tumble into the harbour of her arms.

“Guess I got used to it,” I managed.

“I’m glad to hear that. Want to come outside and meet the sea? View’s lush today.”

No, I did not want to meet my old acquaintance. But I had wallowed in my cowardice for too long.

A greenish beam of light expelled the shadows around my eyes. As the moon had looked bigger and brighter out in the ocean, so the sun shone with unrestrained fervour. I bumbled beside Carys, aware of the crew’s eyes that ranged from worried to bored.

“Feeling better?” Ryker shouted from their position at the helm. A man was by their side, consulting an astrolabe.

“Obviously,” I answered, quickly returning my gaze to the horizon. Looking up was not yet allowed by my rickety stomach.

We crossed the main deck to the gunwale. The wind stifled my gasp when I saw myself looking down at the expanse of indigo that hid unfathomable creatures. Waves splashed in a continuous promenade, patches of green where sunlight met water. The water lapped at the ship, breaking into bubbles of foam. I gulped down the fear rising in my throat. Sailing in the middle of infinity, the ship was minuscule.

“What do you think?” Carys asked.

“It’s beautiful,” I confessed, laughing nervously. “Menacing but beautiful.”

She raised her hand, taking mine along, slowly, giving me time to stop her. Our arms stretched beyond the ship’s border, droplets of water falling on our skin as in an inverted rain.

“Open your eyes.”

I didn’t notice I had closed them. One after the other, I opened them and was again stunned by the sheer magnitude of the ocean surrounding us in every direction. Back in my small boat, my young heart suffered solitude and despair. There had been no time to appreciate what here I was discovering to be a naked wonderland.

We stood watching the schooner’s leisurely advance. I brought our hands back to safety before some shark got the wrong idea and inched closer to Carys. The crew went on with their shanties about men lost to sirens and mythical islands. The folksy lyrics got repetitive after a while, but they also carried a homey quality. Like children’s songs, simple and catchy, only with more swearing and sexual connotations. Ryker looked content behind the wheel, whistling along to the songs, sometimes joining in with their voice that transitioned effortlessly from deep to high-pitched.

The ship was their second home, the ocean their Lover. How many places had Ryker visited? The thought of exploring new continents was exciting. But before we went anywhere else, I had to make my peace with the ocean. Unlike when I first set foot on the Flying Coral, now I was optimistic I could accomplish it.

“I assume you’ve travelled by sea before?” I asked.

“Aye. My seventh death was in Sieniki.” I couldn’t contain a giggle after the initial shock passed.

“What did you do?”

“Hey, it wasn’t my fault! It was a valuable contract. The Lovers I pacified headed a trafficking scheme, and their associates weren’t happy when they saw me carrying the couple’s heads.”

“Did they dare to strike a Priestess?”

“Sienikian flesh is made of a harder material.”

I could picture what happened next. “Sounds painful. Have you ever visited Ellada? Or wants to?”

“As one of the high-ranked Priestesses in training, the Order offered me a one-year trip there. But I refused. I would not go there to worship Aphrodite and the Olympians as they expected. I would seek the core of the Vengeance.” She shrugged as if it were unimportant. What sort of answers did she seek? I thought of asking. But I had an idea, and such discussions were dangerous to have under the sky.

“Well, I’d like to visit Bulannah,” I changed the subject.

“Of course you would,” Carys playfully rolled her eyes.

I squeezed her hand and raised my face to the sun while listening to the lilting noise of the sea. We were going to win; we had a future. A future that none of us had dreamed of before we merged our blood.

The sailors started a new shanty that was more of a hymn to Poseidon. Ryker joined the chorus, their tanned cheeks flushing vibrantly.

“By Poseidon, I really need a bath,” I grimaced at the reek of vomit coming out of my shirt. Carys grinned. “Don’t even think about it, you vulture! A bath in the bathtub!”

She raised her arms in innocence.

Carys assembled a perfumed haven for me to sink in. I moaned as my body submerged, never so happy to see water.

“May I wash your hair?”

I wasn’t sure I heard it right. Perhaps too much water had entered my ears. But Carys was staring at me, nipping at her lower lip. “I didn’t know you had a thing for hair.”

Carys’ demeanour recovered its lewdness. “Me neither. But I discovered a lot of things with you.”

“Tell me more.”

“My pleasure.”

She got into the tub with me before I even realised she had discarded her clothes. I had my back to her, and when her fingers touched my scalp, I leaned into her touch, surrendering.

After that peaceful moment, I could make sense of the tranquillity Ryker enjoyed in the arms of the sea. Walking around the main deck became less like balancing myself on a tightrope and more like driving a carriage through a gravel road.

We spent most of the sun’s hours outside. I learned some of the shanties and would sing along in my head; Carys was more boisterous and whistled like a warbler. Red patches popped up on my arms and face, sizzling when Carys poked them. She was an unfair player and used Heart Magic to avoid getting sunburnt. Forbidding me from seeing her body as red as her hair. From cooling her heated skin with my tongue.

She flinched when I said that. For a moment, I feared she would dance naked under the sun until she was red from red to toe, but my Twin had hidden tricks up her sleeves. “There’s a dwt spell that makes my blood literally boil, and oh, my body gets awfully hot!”

Heart Magic was a destructive, malignant, sanguinary, and very sexy branch of magic. I did have a list of curiosities I’d like to try out...

A girl named Jin, frisky like a monkey, instructed me on how to climb the shrouds to reach the crow’s nest. Carys’ silent worry rattled my legs, and her dread emboldened me to rise to the challenge.

My reward was an obstructed view of the ocean. Poseidon may rule from his sodden throne, but that was Aphrodite’s cradle, and every wise sailor prayed to her when setting out on sea voyages. Somewhere deep down that abyss, she might have been watching us.

I clutched the rail with one hand to make sure I wouldn’t be whisked away. From that perspective, the water sparked as if its surface were studded with pearls to match the tapestry of stars unrolling in the sky as Helios’ chariot changed places with Selene’s. I peeked at the Constellation of Vengeance with a tinge of embarrassment. Other constellations now decorated the cosmos, but Aphrodite’s mark would never be outshone.

The crow’s nest trembled. I looked down to watch Carys climbing the ropes, far more skilled and agile than me. In record speed, she launched herself beside me, her arms crossed and one raised eyebrow.

“For someone who could barely stand up until a few hours ago and is now ten feet above the ground, the lady sure learns fast.” She peppered her voice with annoyance. Hearing the pride behind her farce, I threw my arms around her. “Easy there, champion, you’ll make us fall.” But she hugged me back, not the least bit worried.

Groping around my pockets, I found the object I had kept safe during my sickness. I tied the Lovespoon around my neck, tracing the drawings with my fingertip, never tiring of its smoothness. When I reached the heart, Carys covered my hand with hers.

“Byddwch chi yn fy nghalon am byth,” she sang in the melody that was the essence of her native tongue. Without a translation, it was a wonderful song. But my heart soared, and I knew it was too important to not understand the lyrics.

“You must teach me to speak Cymraeg. For now, will you tell me what this means?”

Carys grinned with delight. I cursed myself for not asking her to teach me before.

She held my hands and brought me closer to her, whispering, “You will be in my heart forever.”

Hand in hand, we watched the sun slanting to the west, merging with the deep blue. He raised his glowing, mahogany tendrils to illuminate the world until, at last, the sea doused his flames. In the aftermath of his passage, the starry bridge between earth and heaven glowed orange. Quite romantic. And thus, the perfect opportunity to solve the mystery I had been piecing together for the last weeks.

“You did not pacify his daughter, did you?”

Carys turned to me in confusion, but not because she did not understand my question. She spoke little of the case, that was true, but in the long term, actions shouted louder than a thousand words.

And Carys’ actions throughout our journey presented contradictions to the admittedly well-written narratives about her rage and cruelty. She killed many people, that much was true. She was brutal and often enjoyed the bloodshed—those things were also (thankfully) true. But how many of her victims had been Twins? And how many had been immortals whose ruthless, ferocious death helped to spread the myth of Carys Epistro’phia?

The romantic, sanguine young girl may have slept, but she had never been buried.

“They always say something, you know?” Carys said, staring at the hazy moon. “They either beg, curse, or pray. But not those two. They were bleeding out on the floor. My dagger above the princess’ head, aimed at her eye, the one that still worked. And all they did was look at each other as if I was not even there. My heart heard their unpronounced words, an ancient, dead language, but so very alive between them. I could not understand their meaning, and that was maddening. I remember losing my grip on the dagger and falling away from the princess. Lowell found me, shivering and pale as if I were the one on the brink of death. It’s funny because sometimes, I used to forget I was dead inside. But after that night, I never forgot again.

“He healed his daughter and his daughter-in-law and sent them away on a ship. I anguished for three days for breaking the contract, looked after by the doctors of the castle who could do nothing to alleviate the punishment of the Furies. Lowell hunted down the contractor and when the Gods did not intervene, he shipped him to the other side of the world, ensuring no one would know about his betrayal. Or mine.”

I pulled the overcoat tighter around me. The ocean reflected the stars above. I wove imaginary threads, connecting those shiny dots, twisting and bending as the Moirai must do countless times a day.

“The Tiara. You were hoping to be forgotten,” I said, gentler this time. And this time, I was wrong.

“Those who live there do so mostly alone or in small groups. Not a very populated place,” Carys answered after a contemplative silence. “Some Twins take that as a chance to flee or hide. If they are found out and reported to me, you would be surprised at how easy it is to lose people there. So many cliffs, tors, and forests abandoned to the wild, the Purple Sea with its outlawed boats. It is even rumoured that a couple of Twins built a life in some nook, but it would not be worth the trouble to seek them out.”

My smile matched the sliver of the moon. It bothered me how people used to say “sunrise” and “sundown” while completely ignoring the sun’s spectacular sister. “Nightfall,” they said, as if it were something bad, daunting. Even those who lived in shadows fretted over the darkest hours, missing the beauty that could only be appreciated at the apex of the night. Mother Nyx, Carys tenderly called it. I wasn’t sure if the night was a mother, but it certainly brought some comfort with it.

A thud in my heart directed my eyes towards the sky. Miles away from the continent, the moon was a lively gem that enlivened the world in opalescent majesty. I opened my hands, suffusing my palms with moonlight.

“Can you feel her?” Carys asked.

I nodded in joyful agreement. I had been trying to control the waves, but all I managed so far was to create small ripples. Nonetheless, my aura was intimately connected to the moon.

A sigh came from below us. Ryker was leaning against the rail, beholding the gift of nature that was available for everyone, Lover or not.

“I’ve got a theory,” I announced.

“Oh?” Carys rested her elbow on the mast, gazing intently at me. “Let’s hear it.”

“Okay.” I cleared my throat. “As you know, after the Vengeance the only observable cosmic beings were Aphrodite’s constellation and the moon. No matter who or where you were, you could see them. Are you following me?”

“So far, so good.”

“This made me wonder. Why is that so? If Aphrodite clouded the sun, one would assume she could’ve easily done the same with the moon.” Carys hummed. “Unless she did not want to. Unless the moon gave her so much joy she could not hide it from mortals and immortals without hurting herself.”

Carys frowned. Then her eyes went wide as saucers. “You got it!” I cheered. “The Vengeance is not because Aphrodite was pissed at mortals, but because she fell in Love with Artemis, and their Love is so powerful it shook the very fabric of the universe!”

I probably had said that too loud. But upon examination, no one stared at us except the moon and, behind it, Artemis’ sharp eyes. And beside her, if I were right, Aphrodite with her bouncy heart. I had no way to confirm it unless the Goddesses themselves descended from their Love-filled golden palace to enlighten us. But oh, it sounded so right!

“And perhaps leaving the world like this is an act of Love, so more people can find their Twins like they did,” I concluded in a whisper.

Carys glanced at the sky, the moon blessing her blue eyes with divine light. Her expression when she found the Constellation of Vengeance—we might need to find a more suitable title for it—was astounded.

“It’s a good theory,” she said. “Just don’t let Priestesses or Hunters hear about it.”

My laugh was airy. I hugged her from behind, resting my head on her shoulder. “They won’t. This theory is for your ears only.”

Aphrodite seemed to be looking at the moon, plump and shining, a little flushed on the side. A tear rolled down the starry figure. A happy tear, it must be after all.

“Make a wish.”

“Comets carry our wishes, not the moon,” Carys retorted.

“You must have more faith, dearest. We can’t waste this gorgeous view!”

She looked up, her eyes joining the dance of the stars.

“What did you wish for?” Carys asked after a long time of silence.

“Can’t say, or my wish won’t come true.”

She turned to me with an expression I learned to recognise. “What if we go somewhere secret, away from all ears and hearts?”

I stared at Carys’ wiggling eyebrows, shaking my head in disappointment. “Either you’re very persuasive or I’m a fool.”

We climbed down the crow’s nest and closed the trap door after entering our corridor. The world went dark as our lips clashed, the kiss growing more urgent as we stumbled over our legs on the way to our cabin. Clothes fell off on the way and by the time we reached the bed, only the Lovespoon remained.

Those two days I spent without touching her were an eternity. Pathetic, really; that desire vexed me, made me feel small in comparison to my swelling heart, but I had no wish to get rid of it.

The weight of Carys’ ardent body pinned me to the bed, her tongue crashing like ocean waves against my lips and my teeth. In the space between kisses, I breathed in her skin, filling my lungs with her perfume of roses, one with several thorns—the best kind. I dug my nails into her shoulders and pulled her to me, as close as flesh allowed.

Hardened nipples pressed against my chest. Her hot, slick centre grazing my thigh was maddening. Her hand went to my nape, clasping my hair, pulling my head back to bite my neck. I moaned, delirious, squeezing soft flesh, possessive, desperate. Carys slotted her legs between one of mine and began to rock.

Feasting kisses combined with greedy swaying made it seem like that was our first time in bed. The urgency made it seem like it would be the last.

“My dear, sweet girl,” Carys’ voice almost disappeared in her gasps.

I nibbled her lip, devouring those generous words. I kissed her harder, drawing a sweet thread of blood. My nails drew patterns out of bliss on her back. The Lovespoon bounced between us, emitting clacks of approval.

“Turn,” I begged.

Carys needed no further elucidation. She turned and accommodated her knees on either side of my head. She lowered her hips to my mouth at the same time she dropped her head to my centre. I closed my eyes, luxuriating in the taste of her as my tongue swiped across her creamy folds, and crying muffled, breathless groans as Carys’ tongue darted around and into me.

Simmering with escalating tension, I flailed about but, locked in Carys’ limbs, there was nowhere to run. I thrust a finger inside her, and a second later, my whole body was convulsing with her demanding strokes on my clit.

Muscles clenched as ecstasy flooded every corner of our bodies. Shivering with the aftershocks of pleasure, I stood on my knees, intending to throw myself over Carys. But she met me halfway, and we embraced, our limbs intertwined in an elated, sweaty mess.

I was burning, and when I placed hurried kisses over Carys’ face, her skin was also alight with an exotic flame. Apart from ragged breaths and croaky moans, we had been quiet that night. Not out of fear of being discovered by the crew. Perhaps, I mused, we had said enough, shared enough.

“I love you,” was the last thing I remember saying.


With your Heart, You would Free Me from all Troubles

The boat swung and hurled us off the bed. My head thumped against boards seemingly made of stone rather than wood. My luckless belly cushioned Ishana’s fall.

“Holy shit, what was that?” Her dread, forgotten in the last hours, was back.

“Just a bigger wave,” I said, trying my best to scorn the pain and sound unruffled. “We’re far from the land, they might happen with more frequency.”

“Is that bad?”

“I doubt it. I’ve seen worse and never drowned. Dere ‘ma, cariad.”

I sprawled back on the bed and patted the spot dented with Ishana’s name on it. She glanced back at the door as if a storm would come knocking. Content—for now—that the ship had returned to its placid crawling, she scuttled back into her rightful place in my arms, covering our happy, naked bodies. She relaxed, letting out a breath that sounded like a one-note laugh—a nervous one, but no longer on the edge of hysteria.

A silver speckle winked behind the closed porthole. I opened a crack with my foot. The sheet Ishana was holding close to her chin fell away, and her brown eyes turned celestial.

“Beautiful, innit?”

Crossing my arms behind my head, I watched Ishana’s mesmerised expression. Bathed in moonlight, every line and form that defined her was accentuated. Her round face, the thin lips snuggled between plump cheeks, the small but expressive eyes. Divine beauty.

“Magnificent,” Ishana agreed. Without taking her eyes off our impromptu visitor, she nestled against my chest. Her heart settled into a lulling pattern.

“Goddess crying loving tears above; send me joy of sunless sky and bright moonlight. Palace covered fully in vigour, tell me; why do tears stain blue eyes so graceful? Goddess, you own all the world.”

That broke Ishana’s trance. She looked at me, brows knotted. “What was that?”

“You didn’t like it?”

“Are you kidding? That was lovely. It was just... different. Did you write it?”

“Poetry is like the manifestation of deep feelings, both splendid and abject. Didn’t know I had it in me yet.”

Ishana drew large, tantalising circles around my breast. “And now you have it?”

“I sure do mun.” She straddled my waist, grabbing my cheeks for a deep kiss that awakened my body, drunk with sleep and the violent climax of not many hours ago. “Aren’t you tired?” I smiled against her lips.

“Quite the contrary. I believe the moon has replenished my energies!”

“Oh, what happened to this once coy creature?

“Aphrodite killed her!”
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“How about this?”

Ishana cracked an astonished smile. “Straight up?”

I smoothened over the wrinkles on the purple peplos from spending days locked away inside our bag. “It’s not that bad. At least while we’re on the ship. But only if you wear yours.”

The girl required no convincing. I questioned the wisdom of my suggestion, but it was too late. And that’s how I found myself in the dining room, donning the traditional Elline dress.

It was the first time I was visiting the place. Eating at a fancy table while my Twin was seasick hadn’t appealed to me—plus, I might not have got bedridden, but that didn’t mean my stomach hadn’t grumbled. The room was small, painted in cerulean, as if we needed more blue. Seated at one of three round tables, Ryker mixed their cereal with milk extracted from the trio of goats they brought along.

“Morning, ladies,” they greeted. “Are you feeling at home already, Ishana?”

“An odd sort of house this is, admiral. I prefer my homes more anchored.”

They laughed, looking none the worse for wear. Did they ever sleep? I had my doubts.

I prepared a mix of sliced fruits and nuts for us. Ishana had already settled on the table beside the admiral.

“What happened last night? At one point, the ship seemed about to capsize,” she asked them.

Ryker laughed as an older person would at a child who said lots of silly, adorable things. “I must assure you, Ishana, we were never close to capsizing. There was some agitation in the early hours of the morning, true, but we endured formidably, by Lord Poseidon’s graces. Did it give you a fretful sleep?”

Ishana glanced sideways at me. I bit an apple, a model of innocence. “Just a momentary scare.”

“Ah!” Ryker smacked their lips, satisfied with their cereal and with Ishana’s progressing friendship with their ship. “It was a peculiar night, indeed.”

That observation carried more weight than Ryker’s account of the brief struggle against the sea. “How so?” I asked.

“Right after that tempestuous hour, the ocean calmed again. I could say it behaved like a hungry baby that goes back to sleep after being fed, but not wanting to offend the Lord of the Seas, I shall not draw such comparison.” They moved the spoon around the bowl, contemplative. “In the silence of the night, even the smallest noise makes itself noticed. It lasted less than a second, but I heard a stirring in the water. I looked down, believing it to be a fish, and there I saw the fin all right, but it did not belong to any common fish. What could it be, I wondered? Nothing shakes off the conviction that I saw a Nereid.”

“Had you ever seen one before?”

“No, never! Hence why I find myself so perplexed. And honoured, though I do not understand the meaning of her visit.”

An idea had been maturating in my head since we boarded. When I wasn’t looking after Ishana, I spent some time overhearing the crew’s conversations, taking notice of the soldiers Ryker brought as a precaution.

“Visits from the Gods and their messengers often signal the coming of an important event,” I said.

Ryker had finished their breakfast and stood. They stopped with the empty bowl in hand. “I wonder what it could be.”

“I might have a clue.”

Ryker and Ishana stared pop-eyed at me. “Indeed?” the admiral asked, curious but cautious.

“The thing is, admiral, we’re not going on vacation. This island we’re going to is inhabited by people who have outlived their stay in this world. You follow me?” They nodded. “I trust you had some notion about this.”

“In honesty, King Lowell warned me that our journey might present dangers.”

I grinned at that. “Is your sword sharp, admiral?”

“Always, madam.”

“Good. We’ll talk more later.”

Ryker bowed and strode off with the firm steps of someone with purpose. Navigating might be their passion, but what was an adventure without enemies to conquer and glories to claim?

“How did you know Ryker would accept to help us?” Ishana asked.

I gulped the wine. “Before we boarded, Ryker was in the arms of a woman. A long, heartfelt farewell. And as long as she could see the ship, she lingered on the pier, watching us with eyes full of pride and longing.”

“I don’t remember any of that,” she frowned.

“Perhaps because you were more concerned about the monster of wood.” I gestured to the walls around us.

Ishana paled at the recollection. “That makes sense.”

“Furthermore, I happened to overhear a man talking with another about the coins he was putting together to buy a boat and sail with his companion. Another woman was so very disconsolate because it has been months since she last saw her darling.”

A grape caught in her throat. “Do you reckon they’re all...?”

I nodded. Lowell, that twmffat. The strangest thing was that not once I used Heart Magic to listen to their heartbeats and confirm their inclinations. I just knew.

“Wouldn’t that make them less inclined to get into a fight?”

“Cariad, there’s no point in living if you can’t tempt death every now and then. Come, it’s time to advance in our preparations.”

We finished our meal and returned to our cabin. I locked the room and rubbed my hands together as I approached the barrels of seafood. Goddess, that smell. It was easy to push it to the back of my mind when I was making Love to Ishana, but every other time it abused my nostrils.

I checked my notes. Ishana was allergic to mussels. She didn’t care for squid and trout. Cockle, according to her, was irresistible when Selma cooked it. Salmon and shrimp were out of the question; all the years in Haillikós hadn’t lessened her preference for them. Three out of seven. It’d have to do.

The drinks were mostly intact. I had pinched a bottle of wine on the predawn of the second day to distract me from Ishana’s nausea. And to appraise the taste; you know, make sure it was quality stuff. And it was. I wish I could temper with the wine. Watch those fuckers becoming a victim of their own thirst.

A pungent cloud beset the cabin when I uncorked the bottles, leaving the wine and the liquor closed. Ishana scrunched her nose and pointed to the closed porthole. I shook my head. We needed the stench, the grime. I stretched my arms, the dank air like butter on my skin.

“It’s better if you stay put,” I said. Ishana obediently sat on the bed. She flinched when the dagger touched my arm but didn’t take her eyes off me.

“This is sexier than it has any right to be.”

I laughed as the blade chipped a 2-inch line on my palm. My heartbeat slowed down. No blood wept. Ishana scratched her palm, an itch she would have to endure for now.

A syrupy heat emanated from my pores, warming the enclosed atmosphere. Sweat dripped from my scalp. My valves flapped open to a surge of blood as if a child was dipping its hands into a lake and splashing red water everywhere.

Ishana’s smile was plastered to her pallid face. She was looking at me, but her vision, like mine, was a violet blur. She teetered on the edge of the bed, struggling to keep her eyelids open.

Chanting in Elliniká, I walked in a circle to each of the selected barrels. My sliced hand hovered above them, dripping ten droplets of the secret ingredient upon my command. Liquids hissed, boiled like lava, then returned to their original state. A rusty scent joined the already suffocating air. I focused on the task ahead, fighting off the tentacles strangling my lungs.

The chanting reverberated around the cabin. My voice sounded deeper, macabre, when I spoke in Elliniká. Did the Gods listen to me better when I spoke in their mother language? As the blood worked its magic, the wound sealed itself. At the last barrel, it eased into a scar that looked like the spine of a salmon-coloured fish.

I threw the window open, gulping for fresh air. A shoal of fish swam below, the sight so awful it made me retch.

Ishana had stopped responding to her surroundings. When I waved a hand in front of her, her eyes did not move. I squatted down and cupped her cheeks. She started at my cold touch.

“Easy. It’s me.”

She stopped flailing. Her eyes darted about the cabin until they fixed on me. Her heart recovered its normal rhythm, pumping colour back into her skin.

“What happened?” she asked, frail.

“You blacked out for a moment. Your organism wasn’t conditioned to share this kind of spell. How are you feeling?”

“Returning to the light.” Ishana held my hand and turned the palm up. She traced the scar’s fading surface with her finger. “Did it work?”

“It better. Now we wait. And pray.”

That morning, the sun rose sheepishly, his golden curls swirling around the clouds, chalky from last night’s shower. The deck was slippery and smelled of soap. The railing and the mast were chipped, but as Ryker said, nothing was badly damaged. Ryker continued with their routine, though they glanced at the sea more often.

Under the brisk sunrays, I stretched like a cat after a long nap. Banks of clouds gathered, stirring nostalgia within me. It was weird to see fluffy, white clouds, and I caught myself counting them like I used to do with the farm’s sheep.

The present never made much sense. We were always relishing in joy or wallowing in misery, too self-absorbed. It was when we looked through the lens of the past that meaning attached itself to things we considered normal, frivolous. Was it different for the immortals—the true immortals? Was that why they could see our destinies, play with them, help us here and detain us there? To see fate stretched out like a map; past and future only a matter of perspective; perhaps that was their true power.

What lay beyond? Aphrodite knew. Could Fate have brought us here to snip the thread of our lives and wipe our Love from existence? Would our demise be obvious if I scrutinised our path? A painful consideration, but the Gods had staged stranger, more cruel tragedies.

Ishana paced the deck, staring down at the greenish water, then up at the primrose skin, and finally at her fidgeting hands. The tip of my boot beat in dissonance to the shanties; my eyes searched for signs of an impending storm.

Eventually, Ishana stopped moving and fixed her eyes on the horizon.

“We are close,” she announced. There was excitement as well as determination in her voice. And fear. The wind picked up at her presage, hissing ominously.

“How close?”

“Two hours, perhaps.” She extended her arm outside the ship, the water below revolving like the hands of a clock moving too fast. Something troubled me, and I realised her hair was like melted silver, flowing as if she were underwater. “The island calls to me. Mocks me.”

I transmitted the estimate to Ryker. Then I called for Ishana to follow me back to our cabin for the last time.

“Are you ready?” I asked her.

“I am not sure if I want this to work or not.”

“Me neither.”

Yet, we had to try. Blanking my mind, I invoked her name. Never had I imagined I would think so much of her. The atmosphere gained a familiar density. This time, there was no salute.

“I have the answer you seek,” Rosenwyn Nekrodegmôn declared.

Ishana’s accelerated heartbeat made me confront the evidence that I had never surmounted my anxiety in Rosenwyn’s presence. And I felt bad for it. It wasn’t her fault that the House of Hades, and consequently her, was creepy as fuck.

“Is it possible?” I asked the dreaded question.

Rosenwyn wore an expression that I imagined she reserved for cremation ceremonies. The dark-blue paint around her eyes was unnervingly smudged. My hands began to sweat when she took more than two seconds to answer me.

“Yes, it is possible,” she said. I wish I could say I was relieved. “Your family requested to join you.”

A chill that I hoped to never remember blew into my blood. “M-my mamau? Did y-you speak to them?”

“They spoke to me. It appears that word of your quest has reached the Underworld. Your parents have stated their wish to aid you.”

My legs hit the bed, and I flopped down on it. Ishana was with me, massaging my back, whispering things I could not comprehend.

“This means the ritual will be safe, eh?” she asked in my place.

“Safer, but not safe. There will most likely be repercussions.”

“What repercussions?”

“I do not know,” Rosenwyn replied, and her honesty hurt. No one had done it before, and if they did, there were no records. “Family or not, the shades will be invading your shared soul. Death will be inhabiting a living being.”

“Only for a couple of hours...” Ishana muttered, conscious of her irrational excuse. She had never gone to the No-Realm. I had. I stood, ready to call it out. “Let’s do it.”

And I knew there was no way out. No matter what, we would be flirting with Thanatos. At least my mamau wanted to help. They always had good hearts. Unlike their daughter.

“Go ahead.”

In one hundred and seventeen years, I had witnessed most of the Pantheonic devotees wield their boons: Eagles of Zeus and their thunders, Healers and their plagues; had even beheld the fresh aftermath of a minor Hearth Magic explosion. But I had never seen an Emissary and their necromancy. Equal parts fascinating and terrifying, it was something I would rather not have witnessed on that particular day, especially knowing who would be summoned.

Purple mist eclipsed Rosenwyn’s pupils. Noxious blue veins bulged from her neck. Her face turned ashy, losing its features to a cadaverous form. From her distorted mouth came out words in a language pertaining to a world beyond our own. Instinctively, I hugged Ishana as the ship seemed to shrink and crush us. Invisible arms surrounded me, and I coerced myself into believing they belonged to my mamau—otherwise, I’d have succumbed to that nameless despair.

The abominable purple eyes pivoted towards me. I opened my mouth to scream when a wind rushed in, silencing me, taking possession of my faculties. Ishana’s arms prevented me from plummeting to the floor, but her strength too lapsed, and we drooped on top of each other.

“Carys.”

Hearing my name in the dead tongue unleashed a torrent of emotions that was too much for a single heart. Luckily, I had Ishana’s with me.

“By all the Gods, what happened?” Ishana garbled.

I had to blink a few times before my vision came into focus. My ears buzzed, indecipherable whispers reaching them as if echoing from a distant tunnel.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Probably. Has it worked?”

I drew my dagger and pricked the soft skin of my arm. “Do you feel it?”

“Not as much as I should,” Ishana gave her sad diagnosis.

“Consider it our hen party. Before night falls, we’ll be together again.” I looked at Rosenwyn. The only vestige of her necromancy was a fillet of dry blood running from her left nostril. “Appreciate it.”

She crossed her hands in front of her body. They were shaking. “The House of Hades keeps its doors closed for good reasons.”

After this, I was glad it did. Rosenwyn left, but the pressure her presence carried did not go away with her. I laughed to myself.

“Have you ever been afraid?” Ishana asked with a tone of defiance. The nods on her fingers were getting red with so much wringing.

“I’m shit-scared now.”

We sat cross-legged across from each other. “What are you afraid of?”

I touched her chest with my outspread palm. Her heartbeat enveloped my hand. “Of losing this. If thoughts could kill, I would be rotting by now. So, I do not think about it. I take my mind on wild rides to keep it away from the future. Whether or not Aphrodite pulls the strings of our hearts and our destinies, we are limited beings. Survive. That is the only thought that must be in our minds now.”

“Survive and Love,” she added hastily.

“Survive and Love,” I agreed.

Ishana breathed easier. I prayed my resilience would not abandon me when I needed it the most. The world turned into a fortress filled with traps when we lived by two.

“Can I ask you something?”

Ishana evaded my gaze. I knew what she wanted to ask. Took long enough, though I supposed she already had the answer.

“Shoot.”

Doubt crossed her features. She might want to but would not let go. Accepting our Twin Soul meant stripping away all secrets, recreating a mosaic with the unpleasant and the melancholic allied with the jubilations and achievements. Steeling herself, Ishana raised her eyes back to me.

“What was your first death like?”

After one hundred and seventeen years, I no longer thought about that. But a shadow always lurked behind my consciousness. Once, I believed that my story started there, on my first death. Everything that came before was a fabrication, the tale of an gullible girl who did not understand the world. Ishana helped me to see that was not true.

“Suicide.”

Ishana squeezed her eyes shut. She pleaded for my hand, and I reached out for her. It was all right. It was all right now.

“I had heard of people who tried and failed,” I said. “Self-immolation, decapitation, drowning. I believed I had discovered a trick, so I prepared myself. I took a knife, found an altar, and as I prayed in Aphrodite’s name, I cut my wrists. I lay on the floor, my body emptying as the words kept coming out. At first, it tickled. Towards the end, pain seared my severed veins. That was when I doubted my plan. Perhaps it was my disbelief that ruined it. Like all others, I was sent back to my cracked mortal coil, and for one hundred and seventeen years, I wandered this land as a self-loathing immortal who couldn’t believe this world had been created by the Goddess of Love.”

It was Ishana’s turn to squeeze my hand, reminding me that she was there and would remain for the rest of our eternity. Not like I could forget when it was her arrival that banished the darkness from my life.

“In the end, Aphrodite answered my prayers. In a rather crooked way, but that’s how she is. Love is complex; how can we expect the Goddess to be any different?”

Tears flowed, not piteous but joyful. It wet my chest, making flowers bloom where the soil had been barren. Ishana giggled, and as we dispelled the mournful mood, an idea occurred to me. Ishana must’ve seen the wicked light, for her expression changed to suspicion.

“Should I ask?”

Ignoring her question, I reached under the bed for the bag. I unzipped and rummaged through it. A clank ricocheted off the walls, lastly hitting Ishana and making her shudder.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Take off your clothes.”

“You serious?” she grumbled. Nonetheless, she obeyed, thrilled blood coursing through our shared veins.

As soon as she was naked from the waist down, I pulled my surprise out of the bag. She had found it, of course, but she had not tried yet—unless the blood connection decided to hide some exciting scenes from its monochromatic spectacle.

“Do you know what these are called?” I asked, jingling the adorable things. “Venus balls.”

She laughed, strained, her eyes holding on to that nervous glint. “And what shall we do with the Venus balls?” she ventured.

“Agnes and I invented a game. Word spread out. My sisters can deny me all they want, but they can’t resist the urge to prove themselves, and the next thing we knew, several Priestesses were heading to the battlefield with a blade, a ranged weapon, and... a pair of these.”

Ishana’s jaw hit the floor. “You mean... inside?”

A toothy grin was all the answer she needed. “Will you rise to the challenge, Ishana?”

She bit her lips, measuring the balls, counting the hours she’d need to keep them inside her. Her hesitation confirmed she had never played with the toys; should she accept, it was likely she wouldn’t endure much. But that wasn’t even the goal; the most important was to prevent our minds from deteriorating into apocalyptic thoughts.

“I accept.”

After a brief smile, I pressed my lips together and motioned for her to imitate me. Holding the silk string, I rolled one of the balls over her closed mouth, giving her time to feel the texture. Her lips slowly parted, and the ball followed the curve inside.

Her forehead creased as the metallic taste tapped the roof of her mouth. She shook her head, smiling, her cheeks doubling in size as the chime sang its tune.

“You’re enjoying it, huh?”

Ishana nodded vehemently, the balls dancing a jig in her mouth. Their frisky noises were cut short when I dipped a finger into her pussy. Fortunately, I was holding the string, or Ishana might’ve swallowed the balls.

“This is giving me some wild ideas, ya know?” I purred, moving inside her. Whining sounds buzzes behind her clenched lips.

Her thighs were pink. I tugged at the silk string, and the balls came out of her mouth with a pop. Those shining, rosy lips were too much to resist. I kissed her, pushing her gently to the floor with my free hand.

“Don’t move.”

“It’s hard to stay cool when you’re rooting me!”

I stifled a laugh. Oh, she was ready. Spreading her legs as far as they would go, I brushed her labia with the metallic object. I had had the good intention of lubricating her inside and out, but she would barely need my assistance.

“Inhale and exhale,” I instructed. Before she completed two cycles, I made the change, sliding my fingers off and the first ball in.

A wave of heat shot through me as if the toy had gone all the way up to my brain. Someone groaned though I couldn’t say who. Ishana’s nails scratched the floor, searching for something to hold onto. I gave her my hand.

“You all right?”

“One more to go,” she puffed.

The second ball entered with a satisfying tinkle. Ishana took a deep breath before checking my work. She pointed at the string left outside. “It’s ridiculous how pleasurable this shit is.”

We laughed in pure delight. Goddess, have I already told You how precious this girl was? If I didn’t, note my words. If I did, note them all the same because this won’t be the last time.

“Can you stand?”

Ishana scrambled to her feet. A faint clink punctuated her efforts. Shock stamped her face.

“No one will hear, don’t worry.”

“Won’t they fall?”

“Unlikely.”

“But there’s a chance?” I grinned. “Bloody Hades... What were you and Agnes thinking?”

“We were bored.” I shrugged. “It happens when you’re an immortal with nothing to live for. Now, try to get to the deck.”

Ishana frowned. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I’ll be there now in a minute. If you think I’m going to parade to your family in this sodding dress, you better think twice.” I would get punched and humiliated first, sure, but when the time came for revenge, I’d need to be in my best shape. Call it dramatic, but the Priestess’ attire was a presence that inspired confidence in those who wore it and fear in those who saw it, and I wasn’t about to discard my overcoat yet.

She considered me for a second longer, then nodded. Measuring her steps, Ishana left the cabin, closing the door gently behind her.

I quickly changed, then sat down on the bed. The cabin was empty except for me, but I didn’t feel alone. Wishful thinking?

“Are you here, mamau? Can you hear me?” My own foot answered, tapping on the boards. I put a hand on my leg to stall it. In the ensuing silence, I listened to any sound, any whisper of the wind that might indicate their presence. Nothing. Still, I forged on. “What a mess I made, aye? Many times, I wondered if I should have stayed. And if I had, would that have changed anything? Could I have protected you back when my arms were weak and my heart hollow? Would I have fallen in Love with another girl? Mam Arianell, you told me Fate was a funny dastardly spirit. I understand now. No matter the road I chose, I would always arrive here. And I am happy with where I am. I am actually happy. But I wish I had chosen a road with fewer bumps and thorns. And mam Ellis? Thank you for breaking your promise.”

After a moment, my sigh filled the quietness. I didn’t hear their voices, but my heart was warm like on winter nights when I slept in their bed, nestled between them. Perhaps that was enough.

Ishana received me on the deck. “Everything good?”

I hugged her tight. It surprised her, but it wasn’t long before she returned the embrace. “All good.”

The Flying Coral hiccupped, almost sending us head-first to the floor. “What the fu—” I saw the reason for the crew’s hesitation before I finished my curse.

Where once there was a bright, inviting horizon, now a giant mass of razor-sharp rocks dared us to approach, their surface glistening with a thousand knife-like teeth.

The crew was preparing to change course when Ryker shouted, “Stay on the path!” To their gobsmacked crew, they offered a filial smile. “Trust me, friends. I would not put you in gratuitous danger. What now befuddles your mind is but an illusion. Ahead of us lies the island where those two brave women will land.”

One of the brave women was as disconcerted by the vision as the ignorant bods. To her credit, Ishana was not convulsing, foaming, or bawling in rage or grief. Goddess knew I had done all that when I last visited my family. Or what remained of them. My mamau were no longer there.

“Your people burned them,” my ewythr had said in bereaved, condign bitterness, a bow in his hand. “Do not show your unfaithful face here again. Any Priestess will be shot on sight.” I shredded my cloak to smithereens. Then I made another and slew Lovers and Non-Lovers indiscriminately until the purple was red.

“Raise the white flag!” Ishana shouted above my mournful thoughts. I lost one family. I was not going to lose another. “The prized daughter has returned home.”


False Face must Hide what the False Heart doth Know

The patch of land grew like a sea monster rising from the abyss from where it had never been imprisoned, casting shadows denser than those that used to cover the sun. The monster was alive and waiting for me. The Flying Coral sailed right through its giant mouth towards its stomach, where two warriors were supposed to destroy it.

Five years later, I returned to the Island of Venus.

The white flag waved above the sails. I positioned myself on the forecastle so that whoever was looking through the binoculars could spot me, the daughter voyaging back home. The gift of illusion was not granted to me. Where others saw a spiky wall of rocks, I was confronted by the cruel, threatening reality.

Fishers dropped their nets. Those who lived closer to the beach came out of their houses to watch the approaching vessel. For the hundredth time in a space of five minutes, I considered tearing down the flag and ordering the cannons to open fire. But even with that pretence of peace, the islanders would be prepared for an attack; the witches would be vigilant. What we were about to do filled me with loathing. But it was better than a hundred other alternatives.

Gasps behind me announced the moment when the illusion dissolved. My heart hammered in my chest as more people gathered in the harbour where a pink welcoming flag was raised. So many... they were just workers, but still; there must be a hundred people there. And we would need to put them all to the sword.

“Some say horsemen, some say warriors, some say a fleet of ships is the loveliest vision in this dark world, but I say it’s what you love,” Carys recited.

My mouth was dry, contrary to my sweaty hands. Keris hissed on my waist, but the imaginary ringing of the balls was louder. Despite all that, I allowed myself a tiny smile as I held Carys’ hand with a death grip. I kept my eyes levelled ahead, knowing that if I even glanced at Carys, the islanders would suss me out.

The crew manoeuvred to fit the ship into the small harbour. The closer we got, the more nauseous I felt, a sickness that run deeper than my stomach.

When the ship docked, we parted in a silent, sore farewell. But my hand wasn’t empty. I groped the object, recognising the bloodstone. Quietly, I slipped it in my pocket.

Carys’ transfigured her face, putting on the mask of the brash, cavalier Priestess I met in the Tunic. I breathed resignation in, incorporating the rescued maiden, applying my lost make-up and jewellery. Open the curtains.

“For Shakespeare,” I whispered, and a breath of amusement sprung from my Twin.

For a second, the world was shrouded in silence, the kind of religious quietude of a funeral. Then the creak of the ramp shattered the aquarium separating us from the islanders. All eyes turned on me, the main star, the blazing sun, the promise of longer days. Hands folded in front, chin up, I stepped into the ramp to begin my descent into the forbidden land.

Rapturous applause stunned me. I felt more than saw Carys taking a step forward and cursed under my breath. But the hand that steadied me had the military prowess of the Lioness’ admiral. Their hand was roughened and hot from steering the rudder, but it was comforting to feel a friendly presence before plunging into the shark’s pool.

Wobbly legs took me to the harbour. From there, I jumped down. The impact sent sand particles flying into the air, stinging my eyes. I dragged my feet more than walked, wading through a sea of ash, trying to establish some resemblance of connection to that land. My entourage lagged, pampered by the locals until only Carys marched behind me. It was hard to extract any satisfaction from her presence.

Most of the faces surrounding us were alien. Others were vaguely familiar, but I could not recall names, functions, or any relevant detail about them. Combined, the crowd was made up of strangers who belonged to a girl’s former life. Cattle that I wished to slaughter. That girl waved back to her countryfolk.

Not so polite, you drongo! I adjusted my character as I paraded. The gratification of returning home must be visible, but Beryl and Tiberius would not expect me to change from water to wine. Hah! Little did they know.

The crowd closed in on us. The air grew hotter, infernal. My muscles contracted; the metal spheres seemed to flatten inside me. It was the first time I considered the irresponsibility of that challenge. Our lewdness could ruin everything!

“Make way!” The grating voice swept through the crowd like a tornado. Blue hair swung above the heads of the commoners. “Make way, damn it! I want to see my little sister.”

My heart throbbed in stark indignation. Carys’ revulsion added piles of logs to the fire of my anger. Milos beamed as if the ocean had brought an ancient relic to his shores. He checked me from head to toe, lingering on my silver hair. Not burying my head in the sand was proof of my dedication to the role.

“Look at you, sis! You’ve grown.” Milos took a step ahead, his arms wide open. I stopped him with a firm hand.

“I’m glad to see you again, but I’m filthy, little brother,” I added a soft smile to disguise the disdain. He was never smart enough to detect subtleties.

Milos inclined towards me and sniffed. His already hateful fizzog shrivelled. “You do have an odd smell about you. It smells like...”

“Fish.”

“Yes, fish!” He shouted the name like an incrimination. Actually, it was blood. My Twin’s scent; mine as well since we’d been practising Heart Magic. Not that I expected Milos to appreciate it. “Worry not, little sister, the first of your rewards will be a bath!”

The first of my rewards. Hard to believe I shared a womb with that gormless worm. Carys was sure to be rolling her eyes.

Milos turned to look at her, and his blue eyes were sharp, venomous, gauging where he would cut first. My fists closed into leaden balls.

Before Milos could force my hand, a commotion turned the rows of spectators towards the top of the stone staircase where the monarchs stood. Smiles were etched on their faces like the dolls found in many of the Belt shops trying to look friendly but coming across as creepy. Neither of them deemed it worth walking down to the beach to greet their daughter. After the initial alacrity died down, the muddy beads in Beryl’s and Tiberius’ sockets alternated between me and Carys. Who were they happier to welcome? I knew the answer, of course.

My face incandesced in what I hoped would be interpreted as jubilation. Like a dutiful, dignified girl, I climbed up the stairs to kneel before my parents—metaphorically speaking. If they expected me to bow, they’d have their first disappointment.

As I approached, their images became more nitid, and staggering details confided in me what had happened over the past five years.

First, they had aged. Either their blood supply was low, or their receptacles were less potent. Beryl’s silver hair, the only source of beauty around her angular, bony face, was thinner, and she had visibly lost a patch of them. Lucky for her, the remaining strands retained their lustre. Enormous rings hung from her fingers, and her bright attire was disintegrating.

Most shocking to me was Tiberius. His bulky clothes deceived, but all it took was a second glance to realise that his muscles had atrophied. Beryl had always been a needle, flailing her spindly limbs around like a wild guillotine. But Tiberius was clearly ill. There was a yellowish hue to his cheeks and dark bags under his eyes. His spine refused to stay upright, and when he hugged me, it lacked the firm grip that used to perform sword tricks for me. My father had one foot in the grave; all he needed was a little push.

“Dear Ishana,” he sighed. To his credit, Tiberius sounded genuinely sentimental with my arrival, and instead of nauseating me, it evoked memories of nights around the fire when he told me stories that Beryl would find vulgar. In another time and space, we could’ve had a proper father-daughter relationship. Perhaps he would’ve even liked Carys as his daughter-in-law.

In our current situation, I wondered about the chances of the tear-jerking reunion causing an unfortunate accident and the King rolling down the stairs.

Beryl did not give me the chance to try out my plan.

“My child!” Unfortunately, she was still as loud and insufferable as before. “I feared this blessed day would never arrive. The Creator rewards those who honour her Love!” Beryl cupped my cheeks with skeletal hands. I gritted my teeth in a smile that must’ve looked pitiable. She didn’t notice because, at the mention of Aphrodite’s title, Carys clucked her tongue irritably. “And you are the noble warrior who brought a daughter back to her mother. We shall ensure you receive our tokens of gratitude and comprehend how important you are to us.”

I sharpened my ears, unable to detect any trace of irony or malice in the Queen’s reception. Beryl truly believed that her sacrilege had Aphrodite’s approval.

“Speaking of gratitude...” Carys retorted, sharp as the dagger dangling inside her overcoat.

“Very well.” Beryl nodded to one of the soldiers accompanying the Royal Family before addressing Carys again. “Please, accompany us.”

“We brought barrels of food and drinks. If the nights here are as amiable as those at the sea, we can have a mean feast,” I said.

“Wonderful,” Tiberius said. “It will be a superb celebration. Priestess, you must accept a place at our table tonight.”

Carys was looking around, unfazed—more, disgusted—by the surroundings. “With all due respect, Your Highness, I cannot wait to get away from this shithole.”

“You should watch your—”

“You should watch your tongue before I cut it off and feed it to the fish.”

I couldn’t avoid shivering. Listening to Carys roasting Milos might become one of my favourite hobbies.

“She is right, son,” Tiberius said to his children’s utter shock. “We have already asked heaps of her.”

Milos whistled, trying to sound unperturbed by the vitriol. “Little sister, you’ve chosen your guardian well.”

“You can stop calling me little, Milos. We’re the same size, in case you haven’t noticed.” I should invite him to a duel. To the death. The loser gets a ticket to the bottom of the ocean.

“But you’re still the younger. I remember when—”

Beryl shot him a warning glance. Milos often talked a blue streak, and when he got carried away, he tended to forget etiquette. In the narrative invented by Karl, we did not have much time together before we were separated.

“A dose of sibling rivalry is healthy,” Tiberius muttered.

“We are thankful for your offerings, my child. And surely you will not leave us empty-bellied, Priestess?” Beryl picked up the thread started by her husband as if it hadn’t been snipped. “We have fresh bread and sweet pies.”

“I pass.”

I had watched this ceremony from a distance on previous occasions. Other Priestesses were not so finicky, eager to please before they found out the truth about the island. As a cordial subduing method, they would put the spell in the food. Carys needed to ingest something!

“A drink, perhaps?” Beryl asked, her smile as innocent as a crocodile’s.

“As long as you don’t try to poison me. With water.” Her pause made me wince. Damn it, Carys, now was not the time for the dramatics!

“What about a glass of wine? We have exquisite flavours in our cellar. You are free to choose whatever best appeals to your palate.”

My frown was involuntary. Was Beryl so nice to all the immortals she planned on putting on the hook? The urge to gauge Carys’ reaction was strong, but something else caused me discomfort. Eyes seemed to have grown on Beryl’s back, and they were staring right at me. I must be doubly careful. My parents knew more about Twin Souls than the Priestesses.

Sensible to my disquiet, Tiberius laced my shoulders with a protective arm. “I hope your journey was not terribly cruel.”

“I wish it had been shorter,” I said, peering at my surroundings and trying to replicate the wonder I felt when discovering the beauties of seafaring. “Karl told me the island was beautiful, but I never imagined it would be so...”

“Divine?” Milos offered as if he were the subject of discussion.

“Lovely.”

“Perfect choice of words,” Tiberius squeezed my shoulder. There was some strength left in those bones, after all. “I am looking forward to hearing everything you learned in your years away from us.”

We arrived at the front of the Palace of Eternity. It too had aged. The navy-blue walls were faded, so much so in some spots that it exposed the stone beneath. One of the side windows was broken like a tooth that falls and cannot be replaced. Had the palace always been a little crooked or were its columns losing their sustenance?

Two soldiers went inside to fetch something.

My blood curdled when I saw the woman standing by the palace’s gates. Talwyn. Her chestnut hair was in braids, an effort she indulged in for special occasions. A long tiger-orange shawl floated like tentacles around her arms. A shadow of calm brutality surrounded her. Chancing a glance at the sky, I saw fleecy clouds banking up like a flock of doves.

The throng had followed us. About ten soldiers kept it under control, though the dogs could not fake their drooling mouths. They were the scum, but if released from their leashes, they would destroy everything in their wake.

“They are merely curious,” Beryl said, noticing Carys throwing daggers at them. “It has been a while since a Priestess visited us.”

“A while?”

Beryl smiled in reply. She was toying with Carys. Hatred shot blood to my brain; Carys immediately turned to me in a silent, urgent entreaty. I took a deep breath... and my lungs almost popped like balloons when Beryl’s nails dug into my shoulder.

“No need to worry any more, Priestess. She is safe now.”

Carys moved her overcoat aside to give Beryl a glimpse of her dagger. “I’ll worry until I see my gold.”

Her irascibility prevented Beryl’s claws from penetrating deeper. When she withdrew her hand, Carys discreetly brushed her shoulder as if wiping off dust. Milos circled her, poorly feigning interest in the trees. The bastard would be imagining defeating my Twin in combat. Not in his wildest dreams!

A man wearing a sagging shirt approached with heavy steps that he mistook for a dignified march. He tried his hardest not to ogle Carys as he offered her a glass of red wine and went around to offer the same drink to the monarchs and—surprisingly—to me. The same drink, except ours was not perverted. Allyra was alive then, probably hiding in the kitchens. Two witches to deal with.

“What is your grace, Priestess?” Tiberius asked, stopping Carys from taking the first sip. Why was he dragging this? The same question bothered my Twin. Instead of slapping the King with another boorish remark, she answered honestly, albeit reluctantly.

“Carys.”

“Cheers to you, Carys. For your valorous acts, our daughter has found her home.” He raised his glass and we toasted. The wine was syrupy, a bit too much for Carys’ taste, but I liked it. Judging by Beryl’s scowl, it wasn’t her favourite either.

Carys tasted the drink, swallowed, but kept the glass to her lips, her eyes surveying us over the rim. I perceived Talwyn moving as someone notices a change in the wind’s direction. Feet rustled in the crowd. My throat dried despite the wine running down it. Milos smacked his lips.

“Whoever brought this bottle to us deserves an accolade!” he said. No one paid him any attention.

The soldiers returned with a heavy chest, dropping it at Carys’ feet. She stared at it. I massaged my chest, suffocated with misgivings. Should we continue with the plan? I could hear her asking. But she had already drank the potion. The shades’ arms strangled our bond; even the moon was more distant after the necromantic ritual. Fighting now would be suicide.

“You deserve it, Carys.” Beryl gestured to the chest.

“Why do you hesitate?” Milos asked, already laughing at the stupidity that would come out of his mouth next. “Thinking about where you’re going to get hammered first?”

Carys lifted the lid. Golden light irradiated from within, sparring with the rays of sun. “This gold belongs to my Goddess. She has graced my heart with wisdom and protection. I pray she will continue to grant me her blessings in days to come.”

Her praise stunned Beryl but made Talwyn’s steps more intent. Tiberius studied his empty glass. The more sober members of the audience glanced nervously at each other. Milos risked a glance at the sky. Now it would be a good time for arrows to rain down on our enemies.

Carys crouched. She picked up a bunch of coins and watched them fall through her fingers, betraying none of the angst that made my hands shake. The balls were heavy inside me. I shut my mouth tight so my teeth would stop clattering. All the improvements that my senses and my body went through on my journey across Haillikós and during my time with Carys were falling apart.

The contract was completed. Carys delivered me, and as a reward, she received fifty thousand gold coins. I fought off the incriminating compulsion to close my eyes. Physically, it might not echo in me with the same intensity as before but knowing what was reserved for my Twin and allowing it to happen was an even worse pain.

Carys closed the lid with the solemnity of someone closing a coffin. Invisible threads tugged her head towards me, but she resisted. This was not how it was supposed to go. I pictured the heroics, the blood, our reunion... but I avoided thinking about this moment until it hit me like a brick wall. When I swallowed, I tasted sand and a bitter blood that I did not recognise.

“That ends our—”

A kick to the calf interrupted her. Before Carys could unsheathe her dagger, a rope was wrapped around her neck. The crowd roared; the soldiers drew their swords. She fell, tried to crawl away, but the rope tightened, choking a curse. A lump formed in my throat; I swallowed, again and again, failing to expel it.

Carys’ arms flailed wildly as if she had ten limbs, each carrying a deadly weapon. She landed a punch on one’s jaw, crushed another’s groin, and smashed the eye of a third. Part of me insisted that I could lend power to Carys, make her the strongest warrior on the island. But Talwyn was so enraptured that she would notice anything amiss. Perhaps she already had. It was her, more than anything, that stayed my hands.

“It’s just one woman. Finish this!” Beryl discarded her mask of civility. Ruthlessness cemented her posture where before had been vanity and pride. Tiberius shrank from hearing her, making himself small. I wanted to punch him, steal his sword! But I feared that if I made the slightest movement, I’d crumble.

Trained warriors hesitated to approach the wild Priestess until half a dozen of them jumped on her, pinning her arms and legs. Another booted her stomach; I bit my tongue, smiled. Carys knocked one of her capturers out, tried to stand. The same foot dropped on her ribs.

A squeak escaped through my clenched teeth. Knowing it would not go unnoticed, I turned it into a maniacal laugh. Beryl returned her glower to Carys. As much as she detested it, laughing at someone else’s misfortune was precisely what she would expect of me.

The rest of me was petrified, occupied with absorbing the pain and turning it into the fuel that kept me on my feet. They lifted Carys off the ground, cuffing her wrists and squeezing mine. A small tear trickled down my cheeks as sand stung Carys’ eyes. I held myself inert until it dripped from my chin and sizzled on the earth.

Carys squirmed, her eyes glowing as she attempted to invoke Heart Magic. A punch to the sternum sapped her energy.

“Stop!” My voice thundered, startling even me. Behind me, Beryl, Tiberius, and the stupid Milos burned holes in my back.

Lifting my chin high as a proper princess, I approached the prisoner. Scarlet lines wept from wounds across her face. I clutched her hair and pulled on it, forcing her to look at me with a pair of incandescent orbs.

“Did you believe I felt anything other than disgust for you?” I said, my voice carrying. “Bloody Priestesses, always believing themselves to be the ruler of the world! How does it feel to be treated like the vermin you are?”

She spat bloodied saliva on my face. Before the soldiers could strike back on my behalf, I let go of her hair and slapped her across the cheek, branding the shape of my hand on her pale cheek. Attention drifted to the fallen Priestess until a metallic sound shifted it back to me and the crooked sword in my hand.

“Listen close! For now, she is mine and mine alone. If anyone dares to lay a finger on my prize, they will join her on the hook tonight, and it will be my pleasure to put you there!”

Excited as they were, the soldiers would not go against a direct and passionate order from their princess. Despite the predicament that we put ourselves in, my chest filled with pride.

As they took Carys away, clapping sounded behind me. “Oh, I missed you, little sister! The dandies may have tried to soften you, but you’re tougher than ever!” Milos was already too close before I regained my wits to stop him from hugging me.

“Perhaps a bit too much,” Beryl added, pointing to the bow strapped to my back and the sword in my hand. “You will not need those any—”

“Yes, I will,” I said firmly. It still rankled with me how she had discarded my rusty dagger five years ago. “She bought me these weapons. Could there be a more suitable blade to perform the ritual?”

Beryl narrowed her eyes, disguising her satisfaction. Our show had convinced the snooty bitch.

“She may be allowed to keep her weapons under one condition,” Tiberius said, grave. “If she can demonstrate her skills to me... in combat.”

“I do not think—”

“That could be fun!” Milos trampled on his mother’s words, leaving her fuming. “Although, little sister, I don’t think you’d have much of a chance in a real battle with this dwarf sword.”

“No one is killing anyone today!” Beryl snarled. “Fine. You take care of your daughter, and after that, you are taking a bath. And you will come with me.” She pointed a sharp finger at Tiberius, then at me, and lastly at Milos.

“Mum’s right. Today is a day for celebration. As tradition dictates, we will feast and then we will drink!”

Beryl was mollified, and smiles bloomed at Milos’ mention of the scarce nectar. “The food is being prepared,” she said, docile. “Today, we will have a feast worth of Olympus. I can hardly believe our blessings! All thanks to you, Ishana.”

“All right, enough with the soapy circus, she’s not here any more. There may be no deaths, but I want to see blood. Shall we, dear father?”

Beryl shot me a look that promised reformatory lessons. She left with Milos, and I followed Tiberius to an area opposite the palace, near the east shore. Against my will, I recollected happy times there. While Beryl had me sewing and reading, Tiberius and I would sneak out in the pre-dawn to practice with swords, spears, daggers. All wooden weapons, and I rarely defeated the king, but I had a good time. Of course, in the end, the coward always submitted to the vulture, never allowing me to join the army or practice with real blades.

Until today, when he drew his sword and pointed it at me. Grinning, I unsheathed Keris, turning it this way and that so the sunlight reflected in all its glorious waves.

“Are you wearing armour?” I asked.

“No. I trust you won’t try to kill me.”

Laughter rose in my throat, but before it came out, Tiberius attacked. I dodged at the last possible second from the sharp tip that had been directed at my face. I eyed him, all levity vanished.

“You’re good.” He smiled.

That was how we were going to play? Fine! I launched a series of vicious thrusts against which Tiberius easily blocked. By the end of it, I was panting. I steadied myself, calming the storm brewing inside me. Why was I so unbalanced? My Twin was incarcerated, my vagina was stuffed with erotic metallic balls, my deceased mothers-in-law were repressing my soul, and my father tried to rip my face off, which was exactly what I wished he had done when I was younger. But it no longer mattered.

I repossessed the training that my lapse in concentration had caused me to forget. Tiberius circled me with tiny steps, seemingly concentrating more on the tip of his sword than on his adversary. We kept a safe distance, dodging and parrying, every strike resounding with resentment. Tiberius dealt heavy blows, trembling my arms and his, and it took him longer than me to recover. His feet weren’t steady. He was like an enormous statue on the brink of collapse.

I helped him, striking his ankle with the tip of my boot, then shoving him to the floor. His back creaked. I fell on top of him with Keris on his jowl. And it dawned on me how easily I could slice his throat. One less enemy to worry about. Two. Wherever she was, Beryl would crumble as soon as my sword stole her Twin’s life.

And then a legion of Lovers would turn the island upside down until they found Tiberius’ corpse. Talwyn would know it was me, the feast would be cancelled, and I would be hanged along with Carys.

I withdrew the sword and flopped down. Tiberius coughed dramatically before sitting up beside me.

“You are a better warrior than I had hoped,” he said. “And perhaps my fighting days are finally over. Did Carys teach you?”

“A bit. But I have a natural talent.”

“Oh, I remember,” he laughed. “That one is tough. Watching her in action must be spectacular.”

“It is,” I said before containing myself. Goddess, less than two hours, and I already missed Carys so much. It was not only the torture of time, though. “She has a knack for exploding people.” I don’t know why I shared that. It felt important, even if speaking kindly of my captive could implicate me. Carys’ name would not be forgotten, ignored, or talked of as if some ancient relic. She breathed; I heard her beating heart despite the distance and the dead hands separating us.

“I wish I had learnt some tricks of the heart.”

“Haven’t you, though? You found your Twin, after all.”

He rested his sword on the sand and looked at me with an illuminated visage. “I believe you are right. We missed you here. That day, we preserved more lives than I dared to hope. I am thankful for that, but when you were gone, the island felt empty.”

In his voice, I heard the confirmation of my old suspicion: he was not an accomplice of Beryl’s plan to send me away. I could have raged against him, thrown on his face all the misery I had endured. But I was grateful Beryl had done what she did; the one thing she had done right by me, and it was an accident. Or a trick of Fate.

“The sun is delightful today, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” I clamped my mouth. Too late. I tightened my fingers around Keris, the rest of my body growing limp with the anguish of having screwed everything up with one stupid word!

But when Tiberius spoke next, he sounded lost in his own musings, paying no attention to an answer he did not expect to receive. “That is one of the perks of living here. After so long, this scenario still takes my breath away. I do not reckon it would be possible anywhere else in the world.”

Contrary to him, I was scrutinising his every word. “It hasn’t been that long though, has it? You’ve been here for what, fifty years?” Looking at his profile, I watched the edge of his mouth rising into a wistful smile. “Tiberius?”

He did not get mad when I called him by his name. Instead, it reinvigorated him as if I were the only one who remembered who he was behind his titles of “father,” “king,” and “godsend.”

“Your mother and I, we have been together for... I forget the exact number nowadays, but it must be around four and a half centuries.”

My brain refused to absorb the sum. Why would they lie about their past? Wouldn’t telling the truth be more inspiring to their followers? Questions piled up, and the one that I ultimately asked was, “Did you have children before us?”

Tiberius turned his face away from the sun. “We had. Once we accepted our souls as Twins, we travelled the world in the quest for a place that would welcome us. We could not find it. We had to build one for ourselves. By the time we found this island—a most fortunate discovery that we were certain was a blessing from the Great Lover—, we had a group, Lovers like us. Your mother was raised among witchcraft, but her heart refuses to cast spells.”

“Why?” I interrupted.

“There is an old story that says her mother was cursed by the Priestess who left her, still a baby, in Bulannah, and the curse must have passed down the generations.” Tiberius shrugged. “Whatever the cause, we could not find a solution. And this gap in power was filled by Talwyn. The blood of immortals could be used to feed mortals with the years we had been deprived of. Not any immortal would do the trick, of course, and you can imagine the rest of the story. Once we were safe, we had our first child. Stillborn.”

Here, Tiberius lowered his eyes to the sand and started drawing lines with a finger. “In a world where people are born immortal, you do not hear about dead babies. Days and nights we prayed for our little Rose to wake up. She did not, and we delivered her to an Emissary to make sure she would find her way into Elysium. I told your mother this was a sign of the Gods; that we should give up on this path we had chosen before it was too late. She was adamant that we must continue. I remember her words: ‘A message from the gods this might be, and we shall prove our valour by enduring their tests.’ I was deeply in Love with her, so I acquiesced.”

There was a persistent echo to what he said. “I was deeply in love with her.” I decided against commenting, and after a minute of rumination, Tiberius continued.

“Our second son was Beryl’s reflection. He believed in our cause with such fervour, it was truly inspiring. He dreamed of the day when Lovers would be free; when empires and armies would be governed by them. Aquila was his name, and he lived for a hundred and thirty years. He was in Ellada when Grey Eyes ambushed him. His Twin dropped dead in our halls. Talwyn used his draining life to see how our son had perished. A warrior’s death, she told us. Not for your mother. She was prostrate with grief for years. Did not want to hear about children for decades. Milos, I am sorry to say, was an accident. But a happy one. It gave back to Beryl some of her will to live.”

“What about me?” I massaged my temples, accommodating all that new information inside.

“You were hope. And when you were born with your mother’s silver hair, you became a blessing. We are victims of mortality, and there will be a day when we will join hands in the Underworld. She believed you and your brother would preserve our legacy. Expand it.”

“Not any more?” Part of me dreaded the answer, though not out of fear that I had fallen from the graces of my parents.

Tiberius put his hand over mine. “She still hopes, never doubt it. And I am certain you can do it. But things have changed beyond what we expected. The future is no longer what it used to be. Or perhaps it is, and we only deceived ourselves.”

I hummed in agreement.

Tiberius smiled without happiness. His square face looked exhausted, the beard a mould on his features. “We lure people with the promise of life, but we do not talk about the consequences of ingesting blood. Perhaps, I say to myself, it is their fault. Aphrodite’s genius should be obvious by now, eh? Humankind was not made for immortality.”


Let Me Be that I Am and Seek not to Alter Me

Stepping into the palace was the equivalent of opening the tomb of a long-forgotten god. Everything looked dilapidated, from the scaly walls decorated with shells and gifts brought by refugees to the statue of Aphrodite at the centre of the hall. Majestic in her cockle-shell throne, an aquamarine dress draping her marbled body, the Goddess of Love stared above everyone’s head. How could she remain so calm, exposed to the atrocities committed here?

Despite the serene gaze that detained so many mysteries, the hall used to be my favourite place in the palace. I’d spent hours examining the foreign artefacts, fabricating narratives about their origin and how they came to be nailed to those walls.

Hovering above the others, nearly touching the ceiling, was a warrior carrying a sword and flying with monumental wings. Beryl had moved it out of my reach after my fascination with the object started to worry her. Fine, I tried to borrow the statue’s sword once to chop Milos’ head off. But could you imagine having wings like that, being able to fly, indomitable and undaunted, up to Mount Olympus? Getting away from that island would’ve been so easy.

I climbed the spiral staircase, reaching three vastly similar corridors: long and narrow, jade walls littered with monochrome paintings, windows to paradises unreachable to the stranded folk. The signature, a simple “B” in the bottom corner, showed how proud the artist was of her lack of talent.

Were those the places my parents visited before giving up on the civilised world and building their sandcastle? I thought I recognised the Belt, though it was hard to be sure. The pictures lacked refinement but, to Beryl’s credit, they had variety. She never told me about the adventures that made enough of an impression for her to paint them afterwards. Nor did I ever ask her about her inspiration for these drawings. She wouldn’t have answered with the truth anyway.

Fragments of memories drifted across my mind. Little me running through the corridors, ignoring Beryl’s scolding. Hopeful me staring at the sky beyond the windowpanes, wishing to use the moon as a titanic rock to sink the island and everyone on it. I had sailed away, discovered the power of the moon in me, and suddenly, this place felt so insignificant.

“Welcome back, miss.” Madeline’s harsh voice brought me down to the present. She was waiting in front of the stained-glass window depicting a coral, her upper body drenched in green light. Her cheeks sagged as she spoke. Her black hair was streaked with white. Madeline had been the housekeeper of a mansion before being “rescued” by my parents. She had always looked young for such a big responsibility. Time had finally caught up with her. “The bath is ready for you.”

A pungent scent piqued my nostrils. It was like Madeline had washed my bedchamber with seawater, leaving it thoroughly cleaned but reeking of salt and fish and crab. The wretched woman either lost her sense of smell or of decency.

My bed had been set with violet sheets—the irony!—, fat pillows, and wooden fishes caught in the canopy net. A bouquet of wildflowers lay withered on the windowsill, perhaps put there when Karl notified the monarchs of my first attempt at returning to them. One of my wardrobes had been removed, replaced with an extra coat of baby-blue paint on the four walls.

“Did you miss your room, miss?”

“Are you kidding me? It’s fucking grotesque.” Madeline believed she could deal with me herself, so she was one of the few people who didn’t go crying to Beryl about everything I said.

“I think it is wonderful, miss.”

“I couldn’t give less of a shit about what you thought.”

A strong woodsy aroma wafted from the adjacent room where the bathtub was overflowing with steaming water. An assortment of soaps was distributed in a circle on the sink. Madeline touched my shoulder, meaning to help me undress. I pinched her hand, taking pleasure in hearing her screaming like a goose.

“Leave me be. I’ll call if I need, which I doubt I will.”

Madeline mumbled something about ungrateful children, dragging her sandals back to the bedroom. I locked the door and pulled off my clothes, eager to check the progress of the challenge. I had forgotten about the balls in the ghastly last hour, but there they were, nicely tucked in. Nothing hurt, but holy Aphrodite, the surrounding skin was remarkably swollen.

I tapped the contours. It was a mistake. My knees buckled under a burst of pleasure. Water spilt to the floor with a loud splash when I sought support on the bathtub.

“Miss?” Madeline called. “Do you need my assistance?”

“No!” my shaky voice replied. I stood at attention, Keris ready in case she decided to ignore my refusal.

She did not, and after a minute, I relaxed. I sat on the tub’s rim, my thighs trembling, highly sensitive. When I looked down at the water, I saw jellyfishes. I submerged my hand, dancing in their midst, hopping on their heads shaped like bouncing castles, swinging on their thin tentacles!

I laughed, filled with a silly kind of happiness. I was never one to play in the bath—or in any environment for that matter. I waved my hands back and forth, creating ripples on the surface. Picking up one soap bar after the other, I plopped them into the water. Coloured foam rose with their artificial scents. I cupped the icky perfumed water and rinsed my face, my arms, my torso. Then I stepped into the tub to wash my legs, taking care not to dislodge the Venus balls. Finally, I submerged my head, watching my hair swim like tendrils. When I came back up, my head was lighter. The underwater pressure was gone, but there was something else too. I touched my chest, listening to my heart. The shades... were they already gone?

After finishing my unsavoury bath, I puffed perfume to add to the illusion of someone who purged herself from the outside world and was ready to start a new life. Raising a hand to my breast, I imagined the weight of the Lovespoon, wishing I had invented a story to justify the accessory. But after learning of my parents’ travels, I was glad I had not.

Sun rays glided past my window, counting the minutes. I had arrangements to make before nightfall.

I put on my underwear before finding Madeline with her arms crossed. A dress was stretched on the bed. It looked like the limbless corpse of the princess. Sighing resolutely, I abandoned myself to her fancies.

“Are you kidding me?”

“No need to worry, miss. You will soon get used to it,” Madeline said as she fit the corset. Was Beryl trying to sell me? Well, lucky me. I was so used to the Priestess outfit it would feel odd to go on a killing spree without a corset. “You seem comfortable in it.”

“I’m not stupid, Madeline. I’ve worn such things in Haillikós. It’s classy among them.”

“I am quite aware. And I do not miss it.” I made the mistake of asking about her past once; her answer was a long, apocryphal chronicle. “There you are, on your way to becoming a proper princess again.”

Madeline turned me around so I could face my dolled-up image in the mirror.

“A clown princess, perhaps.” A burgundy dress with long, puffed sleeves, white hemlines, and a ruffled skirt that extended to my ankles.

“One thing left to do.”

I didn’t fight her. Madeline learned how to treat my hair with Beryl, and I learned with her how to braid my silver threads in a way that would delight sharp-eyed Athena. Festive days demanded complex, dashing coiffures, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy seeing my hair in its full glory.

Black leather boots encased my feet, a two-inch heel making sure no one would lose me among the population. Madeline tied a necklace with fake oyster pearls around my neck, but when she tried to stab my earlobes with silver hoops, I exercised my authority. Content with what she had achieved so far, she agreed to leave the unbearable gimcracks off.

I cautiously opened the door, afraid that Milos would be dawdling around, waiting for an opportunity to impress me with his feats. But save for a servant girl dusting off the walls, the Palace of Eternity was inert as if frozen in time. Beryl clung to her favourite son with an odd intensity. I should be thankful, but Tiberius’ words and their implications shadowed me like ghosts.

“Is there something amiss?” Madeline asked, following my gaze down the corridor.

“I’m imagining my family’s reaction to this night’s feast.”

“Does the princess plan anything special?”

“Oh, yes. So special it will make them see the Gods.” Elegance abandoned my tone. “Leave me alone.”

Madeline straightened like someone who was about to give a lecture. The reprimand lost its effect now that I was taller.

“Your mother would prefer if you stayed inside until you are summoned for the banquet.”

“And do what for the next hours? Play with dolls?”

Madeline shook her head, settling with, “Do not spoil your dress. And if you require anything, call me, and I shall hear from anywhere on the island.”

I didn’t doubt that. Gossipers had amazing hearing.

After getting rid of the old ratbag, I decided to pop down to the kitchen. Outside, enough clouds had gathered to eclipse the sun. Although it wasn’t nearly as dark as before my Twin connection, Nyx’s early arrival put me on edge. I started to whistle, ignoring the voice in my head telling me it was a bad omen.

Residents chattered among themselves, so engrossed that they didn’t register my presence. Whispers in the form of “Priestess,” “blood,” and “feast” rolled out of their tongues, and the frequency I heard those three together unnerved me.

I used to run through those labyrinthic streets like a wild horse. Precious things were buried in the sand, and no one ever found them. But now, as if five years of wind had remodelled the land, it presented many unknown streets. Unable to guide myself by memory, I resorted to my other senses. The spreading scent of roasted meat and the pillars of smoke showed me to my destination.

The kitchen was a triangular building encroached upon a hillside. Its rounded windows were wide open, flavourful vapours drifting out to form a mushroom-shaped roof atop the bell tower used to announce mealtimes. Two boys were perched on the chimney, inhaling the fog that blanket them.

Inside was awfully hot. The walls were sweating with grease, the air so thick it seemed congested with cobwebs. It amazed me how the cooks moved around without tripping over their mess. Shouts travelled from one side to the other; amidst the chaos, I recognised Selma’s booming orders.

I also found one of the barrels we had brought. I peeked inside, I was glad to find it empty. Asking forgiveness for my lungs, I sniffed the air for vestiges of blood. Nothing but the natural scents of nutritious seafood!

“Ishana, honey, what by the graces of Olympus are you doing here?” Selma’s bulky figure emerged from the fishy mist, her black skin glittering with oil, hands on her hips. She liked that querulous pose when she was really a whiny kitten. “My heart beats with happiness at seeing you, but this ain’t no place for a dress like that!”

“It’s good to see you again, Selma,” I said, and it was true. I had nothing against her. She used to smuggle candies and save rare steaks for me. “I need a favour, and then I’ll be out of your way.”

“Look at that, barely arrived and is already asking favours! Go on, spit it out.”

I grinned at her feigned irritation. “Would you happen to have one of your wonderful, bloody pieces of meat? I travelled an ocean for the chance of eating them!”

Selma’s ample bosom shook with laughter. “They starved you on that ship, aye? Lucky for you, I thought you might be hungry.” She was gone and back in a minute. “Here you go. Well deserved for surviving that Priestess. Folks say she’s a beast!”

“I learned to tame her.”

I left the kitchen with a hot plate of pork wrapped in a cloth. The piece was small but meaty. I took a bite. Delicious. Carys would surely approve too.

“Ishana! Ishana!”

Workers interrupted their chores and vagabonds peered out of their windows to search for the source of the shrilling trumpet. I held the plate with both hands to stop my nails from cutting into my skin. Part of me had hoped she was dead or had been banished from the island. To prevent further alarm, I turned to the gazelle bailing me up.

“Hi! I-I almost didn’t re-recognise you, but...” Asherah indicated my hair with a trembling hand. “I mistrusted my eyes when I saw you earlier. After all these years, I-I thought you were-well, I thought—”

“Dead,” I supplied.

“You always handled these subjects better.” She bit her lips as if not talking about the subject would keep Hades away.

“There’s no subject here. Why the fuck would I have died? I’m not like you lovesick drongos.”

“I...” She looked around, eyes cast low and cheeks a sick pink, and never finished her sentence.

Asherah had grown mere inches and gained weight. She boasted tanned arms that looked more like awful sunburns. Black hair curled at her shoulders like grotesque snails. Her dark-green eyes scanned the person before them, struggling to accept what they saw. There was more boldness in them, but only slightly. For every five seconds she ogled me, she wasted another ten looking everywhere but me.

Her forehead was immaculate, but I remembered the last time we saw each other. She called me crazy. I abandoned her. A parting without a goodbye. I wish it could’ve remained that way. In the past, I had ignored and even glossed over the revolt she caused me. Now, I had no reason to protect her against reality, not a single grain of nostalgia.

“What is Haillikós like?” Asherah asked, scratching the sand with her boot.

I shook my head. “I have no time for this.”

“What are you carrying?”

“Why the fuck are you still talking?”

Asherah flinched. She swallowed, squirming through her next words. “I could keep you company. Or later, ma-maybe tomorrow, I thought we could go to the beach a-and talk like we used to.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake! The Venus balls clinked in disapproval.

“Yes, maybe tomorrow,” I said, depositing my anger in a safe place where I could retrieve it later. Returning to my original trajectory, I wondered if I could include Asherah in the one-hundred-points rule.

Screams from previous receptacles were etched into my memory. During the early hours of the morning, I’d hear their agony from my bedroom, the pillows a petty comfort to my ears. The island had one prison that served more as storage for the blood bags. If any of the residents committed a crime, which was rare, they were killed or sent to the bottom of the sea.

Thus, it was with astonishment that I found the cells full, some with chained prisoners on opposite corners, others with dozens of them crammed into tiny spaces. Judging by their weathered skin, they were all islanders. Ragged, thin limbs were evidence of hard work that was not well rewarded. Those people displeased the monarchy, and yet they were kept alive.

Beryl and Tiberius’ government was worse than it appeared. The image that tried to oppress me from the ship—a shoreline dotted with a hundred heads—was like Beryl’s paintings: elaborate, inspirational, but ultimately fanciful and cadaverous. In the five years since the attack from Sieniki, they had filled the population gap with commoners who shared their taste for blood but not their faith.

Prisoners followed me as if smelling the pork and thinking it was me. My status, if not avowed by the pompous attire, then by my silver threads, meant nothing. They might share my discontent with the monarchy, but if they were there, it was likely because they demanded the nutrients of blood. I could not use them for our purpose.

As I passed the cells, I discovered a vital piece of information: there were no blood receptacles. Either the recipients had been moved to a less virulent place or...

“Princess Ishana.” The guard bowed. One man for all those riotous creatures. “How may I serve you?”

“I came to ensure my receptacle will have enough energy for our toast tonight.” Those who were unchained battered at the iron bars with mugs.

“Silence, you ungrateful rats!” the guard barked. “You may leave it with me—”

“I’ll deliver it to her myself.” He glanced at the farthest cell, the occult Priestess scaring him more than a desperate mob. “She’s chained, is she not?”

“Of course, ma’am. But she’s still dangerous.”

“Are you calling me a coward? Or a weakling? Which is it?”

“I wouldn’t dare, princess!” he hurried to say, slipping on letters.

“Then you will open her cell and leave me to my business.”

Some of the prisoners gave a sneering laugh. “You could let us out, Princess!” cried a woman.

“You’ll have to earn that.”

More shouts, some celebrations. The soldier showed them the glint of his sword, and gradually the clamour subsided.

I lagged behind as he walked towards Carys’ cell. He retrieved a ring from his belt; it was the first time I saw the bunch with more than two keys. Also unfamiliar with so many keys, the soldier alternated between trying to find the correct one and spying on the prisoners. In that profound distraction, he didn’t notice the smooth soles of my new boots gliding towards the rustic wooden table where belongings were kept. Among them, I found the items I was looking for.

The gate opened with a creak. “Forgive me the delay.”

“I’ll call when I’m done.” I stepped into the cell, closing the gate behind me.

Uncomfortable with my eyes that refused to leave him, the soldier cleared his throat and locked the gate. Keeping the correct key safe between his fingers, he went back to his patrol.

“And she says we Priestesses think of ourselves as the rulers of the world,” the mocking tone came from the darkest pit of the cell.

“Quiet, slag! I’ve put up with your nonsense for long enough.”

“Have you come so I can spit on your face again, little princess?”

“If you dare disrespect my figure, I will not answer for my actions.”

I pondered whether the guard discerned the purring melody to the prisoner’s affronts or the flirtation in my threats. Unlikely. He’d be deaf for those things he judged beyond the realm of logic.

“Be grateful that our leaders are kind enough to allow an animal like you to eat people’s food.”

I put the plate on the floor and removed the cloth. Carys took in the bloody pork with mild interest; she had one wrist and one foot chained, so she could enjoy her meal later. Right now, her greediness was aimed at the dagger and the pistol I smuggled in.

“Let me help you,” I whispered, for now even an ankle-biter would hear the conspiracy.

Careful to not make unnecessary noise, I hid the weapons inside her overcoat, which would only be taken from the receptacles upon the beginning of the ritual, as the blades ripped the cloth apart. It would not come to that. When I was finished, I fell into her, wrapping her in my arms as if she had the power to save me from the torment I put us in.

“You’ll spoil your dress.”

“Good.” I squeezed her, sucked in her scent, absorbed her skin into mine.

“Fy nghariad aur.” My golden sweetheart. Hearing that almost made me dissolve into a puddle. “Not long now.”

I nodded, swallowing down that wave of despair. Losing focus now would be utter imbecility. “We’ll do it. I almost killed Tiberius earlier today. It took more effort to not do it than to get him under my sword.”

“Don’t take risks, cariad. When the time comes, I’ll be with you.”

“I know.” The weakening of our connection was not something I was prepared for. Which reminded me... “That pressure in my head. It stopped.”

Carys nodded. “The shades... my mamau... are gone. We should soon be back to normal.”

“Let’s accelerate the process.”

She watched as I rolled my sleeve and drew my sword. Keris opened my flesh, and I finally repaid my debt. Carys sucked on my arm until the wound healed, faster than I anticipated. Before I could cut myself again, she held my wrist. “It’s enough.”

“You sure?”

She nodded. Then she smiled. “Are they still in there?”

“Are you hoping I’ll lose the challenge?”

“I know you won’t.”

Before I stood, I left a quick but passionate kiss on her lips.

“I will see you tonight, Priestess.”

“Can’t wait, little princess.”

On cue, the guard came to release me. Without looking back, I marched down the corridor. “She’s deluded, isn’t she?” he said, hurrying to match my pace. “Still believe she’s going to escape.”

“Immortals have the tendency to believe they’re untouchable.”

The jingling of the keys stopped pursuing me. The guard was left in the shadows to reflect upon his own fragility.
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Bootlickers saluted me or told me how beautiful I looked and how my return was a prophecy of better days to come. By my reckoning, the island had around two hundred and eighty civilians plus one hundred or so soldiers. Whispers told of a receptacle incarcerated in a hidden room, a novice Priestess whose blood tasted like sewage. Milos’s Hunter provided happiness for a short while, with people saying Artemis saved her servant by making his blood toxic.

The consequences of drinking blood, Tiberius had said. All good and well when there was enough to fill everyone’s heart.

My concern over Allyra’s absence was answered when I recognised Minerva, her Twin. Undetected, I stalked her to the place I had not planned on returning to that day: the Palace of Eternity.

“Minerva? What a surprise!”

The girl started, nearly dropping the cup she was carrying. I could not see its contents, but the rusty smell was unmistakable.

“Princess Ishana, what an honour.” Minerva bowed, borrowing time to recover her composure.

“I haven’t seen Allyra yet. Do you know where I could find her?”

Minerva glanced down the corridor stretching below the staircase. “I was going to see her now. You can join me,” she said after an inner battle. What was Allyra up to? Minerva’s trepidation affected me. Would I discover the site of a ritual powerful enough to defeat Carys and me before we even started the pogrom?

What I found was less intimidating, though it still shocked me.

“Hello, Ishana. I heard your voice upstairs and wondered when you’d pay me a visit. I’m sure you can find it in your heart to forgive me for not standing to greet you,” Allyra said, bitterness embroidering every pleasantry.

She sat in an armchair large enough to equal the thrones, a crutch resting against one of the arms. Her blue hair snaked down her left shoulder, stopping just short of the hole where her left arm had been ripped off along with half of her chest.

“I didn’t know you were here,” I said. And I hadn’t known how close the Sienikian fleet came to taking the island either. To match her missing arm, her right leg had been cut off just below the knee. It was a miracle she had survived.

“They didn’t tell you, of course. Have a sit.” I took the chair to her right, where I could admire the damage done to her torso.

“Will you wait outside, darling?” Minerva started at her Twin, dreading to say something. But then, she placed the tray on the armchair’s arm and left us. The chamber was spacious but bare, inhabited by a ghost. “I know you have plenty of questions in your head. You always had. Those ideas of yours were like a buzzing hive. Is it still the same?”

“I suppose.” Allyra took a sip of the blood, her expression softening. She didn’t offer me a taste. “How did it happen?”

“A sword.” She pointed to the stump on her leg. “A portable cannon.” She indicated her side. “Marvellous engineering.”

“I thought you despised firearms,” I said, watching Allyra’s features twitching in scorn.

“It would be foolish to not respect a worthy opponent.”

She would have preferred to die, I realised. She was not in pain, or at least she did not seem to, but her injuries went deeper than her ragged flesh. Allyra was the only of the three witches to have found Love. Every day must feel like drowning only for Minerva to come at night, pull her head out for a minute, then leave her to drown again.

In a matter of milliseconds, my eyes inspected her wounds, the cup with blood, the furniture. I imagined Minerva on the other side of the door, eavesdropping. Do not take risks, Carys told me many times. But a plan had budded, and as Allyra said, my mind was a hive that buzzed louder the more I tried to ignore it.

“Have they tried... restoring you?” I asked.

“How do you think I survived?” Allyra sneered. “They wouldn’t take my death as an option. Worse than a worm cut into pieces, I was.”

“Well, you’ve never been particularly pretty.”

Allyra glared at me. “You’re a fucking prat, that’s what you are.”

And then we laughed. For the first time, Allyra resembled the sarcastic, bullish woman I remembered. As the laughter died out, I measured my next words.

“I could try to help you.”

Allyra’s mouth fell closed like a gate. “Help me? What do you think you can do?”

I shrugged. I took her crutch, spinning it. “I had to acquire new skills to survive Haillikós. You thought me the basics, and I developed them. My Priestess lost her arm to a bloody peasant. A nasty cut with an axe. She whinnied like a baby, and I helped her grow her new arm with healing potions and balms.”

Allyra grasped my wrist, stopping the crutch’s spiral. She took it from me, leaning her jaw against the top. “What about her Heart Magic?”

“We met Grey Eyes before. Guess their Light Magic fucked her heart up.”

“Hmm. Healing spells are tricky. One wrong ingredient, one misspelt word, and it turns into malady.”

“Is that pride I hear?” Her lips curled upwards before falling again. Gotcha! Turning to the door, I shouted for Minerva. She came in at once. “Can you fetch us some items? We’d like to try something.” When Allyra didn’t interrupt me, I scribbled a list.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” I hoped her minute wasn’t the same as Carys’.

“Thank you, love,” Allyra said dryly. Minerva lightly touched Allyra’s hand before hurrying out. “That was heroic of you. To share the burden with your Priestess. From what Karl wrote, you weren’t so eager to cooperate with the first two.”

“They were a pair of slags, eh. Not worth the air they breathed, let alone my time.”

“I was under the impression that all Priestesses were slags. What makes this one so different?”

Having practised my stoicism, I kept my hands on my lap, not even scratching an itch caused by that bloody skirt. “She’s more deluded than the others, which helped her complete the task. Now she meets her sisters in oblivion.”

Allyra swirled her cup as if evaluating an expensive wine. “This journey matured your temper. Gave it a better aim. You could be a valuable addition to the army. Or to the coven.”

Minerva returned with a basket containing two bowls, flint, a pestle, a pen, tongs, a little bag with local sand, another small bottle with salt water, goldenseal, ginseng, chamomile, plantain, and a knife.

“What is your plan?” Minerva demanded.

“Heal Alyssa. Or at least improve her current state.”

The first stage was critical; the rest didn’t really matter. I became fully aware of my impetuosity when I wondered if I could do it with my bond with Carys destabilised. I pushed those doubts aside. No one would ever tear us apart.

“Can you hold this for me?” I took the bloodstone out of my pocket.

Smiling with complacency, Allyra took the proffered bloodstone, analysing its blend of black and red. I cemented a mask of concentration as I selected the healthiest ginseng root among the bunch. I scribbled Allyra’s name on it, sending promises of delectable offerings for Aphrodite and Apollo. I had so many promises to fulfil after tonight that I was sure the Gods would not allow me to die before I satisfied the whole pantheon.

I arranged the ginseng inside the smaller bowl above a bed of chamomile leaves which I then lit, filling the room with their tranquillising incense.

“You learned your herbs,” Minerva said, friendlier than before.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Allyra relaxing, both because of the incense and the allaying misgivings of her Twin. Part of me felt bad for weaponizing their connection, but I silenced that, knowing they would do worse to me and Carys should they have the chance.

“It was the easiest thing to work with when I was alone. Surprisingly versatile.”

“Have you learnt any other tricks with your Priestess?”

“Yeah nah, those trollops only open their mouths for alcohol.”

I shrugged off the tension that their gazes put on my every movement. The Twins supervised as I mixed and crushed the herbs, ritually adding sand-infused water to the paste. The rest of the sand I sprinkled over the small incense fire, causing tiny sparkles to explode.

I had no idea what I was doing.

“Minerva, would you fetch us some fruits? Apples would be lovely.” I winked, hoping to convey the appropriate effect. Allyra shrugged and, with a nod, her Twin scuttled off.

“You bring the Gods into your spells,” Allyra remarked.

“Gods and nature. That’s how I connected with my magical side.” Time was of utmost importance now, but I could not show my haste. “Don’t you pray to any God?”

“I follow Circe’s teachings.”

“She was a nymph herself, daughter of Helios.”

“And she turned her back to her ancestry line. She carved her own path,” Allyra retorted.

After they banished her to her island, yes. Better not voice that and risk putting Allyra on edge.

Pressure built in my skull. I gave thanks to the long sleeves covering my veins that I was sure would be glowing. My heartbeats crossed the distance between me and Carys, and when I heard her pulse, there was hesitation. Please, I thought, my inner voice sounding through a tunnel. Resistance broke off, and my veins lashed, furious, at my nerves.

Bringing the incense closer for reassurance, I spooned some of the herbal pomade on my fingers and raised it to the stump.

Allyra stopped my hand with an iron fist. “Minerva might fall for your pretence, the lovely fool, but you forget I am a hundred years older than her and three hundred years older than you. Don’t you think I know how these herbs are used to induce heart attacks and death? Witchcraft, you? You always despised us and everything we tried to teach you! Don’t you ever tire of weaving lies, you spider? And now you conspire to trap us in your treacherous web?”

I looked down, my cheeks hot. Footsteps approached. I raised my eyes back to her with a smile to greet her scowl. “You’re so predictable. Do you want to know your mistake? You saw through my lies but ignored my truth.”

My vision turned red. Answering the call, the bloodstone blazed a deep, vengeful crimson, lightening up Allyra’s veins with the fierceness of a volcano. She cried the agony of having her own blood lashing against its carnal cell.

Released from her grip, I freed Keris from its hidden sheath beneath my dress and plunged the sword into Allyra’s chest. It bit into her meaty heart, abruptly silencing the maddening screams. Outside, someone lost their balance and crashed against the door. It opened under Minerva’s weight, and by the time her head bounced against the floor, she was already dead and didn’t feel the pain of a cracked skull.

The cursed bloodstone fell from withered fingers. When I moved, my legs crumbled under the weight of my heart. I coughed, spattering blood over the floor. Heart Magic didn’t like to be toyed with, Carys had warned me. On instinct, I grabbed the bloodstone and clutched it to my chest.

Unbearably slow, my blood went from a raging ocean to a placid stream. I did it, eh? Carys would be so fucking proud!

Recovering my movements, I sat Allyra back in the armchair, and gentler than I had put it in, I extracted the sword. Flesh and blood squished as the chest disgorged its contents. It’d be mean if I could seal that wound or freeze the blood inside her body, but I would not dare to mess with Heart Magic any more than I already had.

I checked on Minerva and was relieved to see no blood pouring from her chest, only a grainy stain where her skull had bashed on the floor.

Now, what to do with the two corpses? Allyra became a grumpy bitch; perhaps no one would bat an eye if she didn’t show up for the feast. Minerva would keep her company, perhaps arrange a private banquet with her Twin. Speculation, yes, but good enough. Moreover, I only needed to hide them until the beginning of the blood ritual. After that, they’d have heaps of company.

Ideally, I’d chop them to pieces and bury them somewhere. But that would be too messy, and I had no time. At length, I accommodated them behind the giant armchair. I’d lock the door, and if anyone resolved to intrude, there would be nothing amiss. Unless, of course, they had the brilliant idea to look a bit further.

Washing the residues of violence off my hands, I left the palace, taking my bow and arrows with me. A warrior in a dress and a skirt. It would make a brilliant spectacle.

Chilled by the sun’s retreat, the wind nipped my face, hot from exertion and euphoria. Habit made me pull at a non-existent hood. I was thankful for the thick velvet, but I dearly missed what had become my uniform.

The island grew darker with every step I took toward the plain where the ceremonies took place. Fear morphed into a worm and burrowed into my stomach. I looked around, sensing something terribly amiss, but not knowing what. I spat in the face of danger, but what could I do when the threat originated inside me?

The moon. She was not there. I spun madly around, searching every corner of the sky for a sliver of silver, a pearly arrow strong enough to pierce through the mounting shadows. Hundreds of clouds amassed over the Island of Venus, their gaseous bodies intertwined in dark patterns.

“You all right there, little sister? Don’t tell me you got drunk before the party started!”

I had reached the plain in a daze. A large table resembling a chopped-down tree had been set with seventy chairs around it. Two smaller tables were strategically close and at the same time far enough away in case spirits got too excited. Behind them, the Palace of Eternity framed the stormy sky. To the right, the terrain undulated before descending a sharp slope towards the shore. Near the monarchs’ place at the main table, a stake had been hammered into the hard ground. Ropes dangled from it like snakes waiting to strike; at its base lay a hook, glinting menacingly. Seeing the legendary set twisted my insides into a knot, worm and all.

And in front of me, smiling, his blue hair combed back, was Milos. Looking more like a clown than usual, my imbecile brother had chosen a red tunic studded with yellow buttons shaped like Heracles’ knots.

“I need my senses sharp tonight, brother,” I said. “Perhaps I could be persuaded to indulge in a bit of wine later.”

His smile widened, showing sharp teeth. He must have spent too much time in the company of Hunters. “I know what kind of wine you need. How does it feel to have the honour of drawing first blood?”

“I’ll be delighted to take first and last blood.” I pointed to the sky, changing the subject. “Is that common?”

Milos sashayed to my side, sword clacking on his waist. He followed my gaze, sheepishly as if trying not to ogle a naked woman. “Not quite. Father is worried. But he’s been fretting over everything lately, claiming Hades is always roaming the island. If you ask me, I bet the Gods wanted a clearer view for the show we’ll give them tonight. Can you imagine it, little sister? The twelve Olympians in their golden palace, watching us, waiting for you to take the blood of your Priestess!” He patted me on the shoulder. “We’re all counting on you.”

He went on prancing around the groups of people, chitchatting, greeting those who arrived, escorting them to their seats.

Carys, Carys, we are so close. Soon to be reunited under a new law, live in a realm that would be ours to rebuild. The balls of Venus tingled in anticipation. My thighs hurt a little, but I would not give up. Once the bloodbath began, nothing else would matter. My fingertips prickled in the breeze. Could I summon Moon Magic when there was no visible moon?

It was then that an exotic, unworldly emanation manifested itself. There was nothing around to justify that sudden presence. Until I looked up.

A scarlet orb breached the conglomerate of clouds, disintegrating the shadows from around it as it grew larger and closer to the island. Crimson light streamed from it, soaking the earth. The entity filled the sky with a sanguinary glow, blotting out the charm of the stars—all of them.

Gasps of surprise, fear, and awe rippled the air around me. Everyone stopped in their tracks to witness the phenomenon.

The red moon. Blood moon.

I opened my arms, howling in unalloyed delight.

“Little sister?” Milos called, no sign of his boisterous personality. “What’s going on?”

“You were right, brother. The Gods are watching. Can’t you see? That is Aphrodite’s eye!”

People stared at the moon, their sublunary minds struggling to see what I saw. Milos wanted to be flattered, to boast that we had Aphrodite’s full attention, but while I welcomed her presence, he shrieked from it.

I forgot to tell Carys about the wish I had made to the moon that day in the crow’s nest. I stepped into a beam of light, bathing myself in the colour of Love. Time to fulfil my part of the bargain. Be certain, Aphrodite, we shall paint the entire island in the colour of your moon.


Vengeance is in my Heart, Death in my Hand

The bell rang, announcing the beginning of the feast. The Feast of the Blood Moon was how I’d call it when I wrote my story with Carys. She would like the idea. We could work on it together, each of us writing a chapter until we joined our lives in blood, soul, and ink. She would add some drama, of course. I would make myself sound smarter, deadlier. Actors would vie for the honour of performing our story. And if envious fuckers came to try and destroy us, well... let them come! By then, we would be (almost) as powerful as Goddesses, and millions of people from all over the world would pledge their allegiance to us.

Perfect! But first, we had to survive the Feast of the Blood Moon.

It was commendable what the islanders accomplished in half a day. Like a big and creepy family, everyone came together to eat and laugh and bicker. They tried to ignore the red moon, now and then casting evasive glances at the unexpected guest. Few noticed when the King and the Queen appeared, their triumph shadowed by a more majestic force.

As Milos had said, wrinkles of worry covered Tiberius’ face. A constant frown carved permanent wrinkles on his forehead as if he had difficulty seeing in the red light. Beryl pretended the apparition didn’t bother her, a gnat she could kill by ignoring it.

One by one, the lieges noticed the arrival of the Royal Family, falling into respectful silence as the leaders took their seats at the apex of the main table.

Queen Beryl wore a long, sea-green fringed gown, a ruby necklace around her wiry neck, and a crown that resembled a pile of seaweed tangled in the shape of a heart. King Tiberius donned a lilac cloak over a thick, navy-blue linen tunic. His crown, modelled after his consort’s, snuggled into his blue curls. Beside his father, the prince’s perfume duelled against the smell of roasted of food. Next to her mother, the princess devoted herself to keeping a rein on her anxiety.

No one clapped or clamoured, yet there was a buzz in the air as if dozens of bees were hiding under the plates. Beryl waited for it to quiet down before she smiled.

“It is with immeasurable joy, relief, and gratitude that we gather here tonight,” she raised her voice, evidencing its huskiness. She ran a finger over the corner of her mouth where a red string leached out of her lipstick. They had a snack before coming down, eh? Bastards. “Many doubted that an existence such as we enjoy here, free from the tyranny of the blinded hearts, was possible. In times of distress, I confess my faith was tested. Until I remembered that I am not alone.” She took Tiberius’ hand, raising their joined fingers for everyone to see. “Our hearts beat as one. My strength is your strength. Your bravery is my bravery. As one heart, we prevail. And as one heart, we flourish!”

Applauses coronated the speech. Tiberius planted a noisy kiss on the queen’s cheek. Beryl didn’t like to see my bow resting against my chair with a quiver full of arrows, but she allowed it for the same reason Milos carried a sword to a celebration of union and peace.

Beryl forked a slice of trout. She took the food to her mouth, chewing for longer than needed for the small piece. Finally, she swallowed, smiled, and said, “Enjoy.”

People swarmed the banquet like flies, less excited to eat seafood and more to get this first part of the night over with. Talwyn tossed a fish bone into the bonfire, and the flames roared.

A harp began its mushy melody, accompanied by a wheezing flute. A third musician, with his eyes fixed on the red moon, blew on a conch. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine myself back on Artemis’ river, floating in Carys’ arms, clinging to her. But I could not keep my eyes closed for long.

“Out of the way!” Selma’s military tenor reached us from a little further down the table. She was making her way to the pots, waggling a spoon. Plate in hand, she cut a piece of salmon and selected the shiniest shrimps. Then she set that plate over my empty one. “Special delivery for you, darling.”

“Sweet as.” I flung a shrimp into my mouth, beaming at the burst of flavour. “A perfect way to start a memorable night.”

Satisfied with herself, she nodded to me and everyone watching before swaggering back to her seat of honour and her beloved mussels.

As I worked on my plate, I glanced around. Beryl was gossiping with one of her classy buddies, a woman with a face like a cabbage. Tiberius looked more at peace, his big hands delicately cracking the shell of a mollusc, and when he met my eye, he winked. Milos drank mugs of beer and embarrassed himself by spinning yarns. Even Talwyn seemed to appreciate the food, though it was hard to tell from her uncompromising features. Most importantly, no one detected the rare spice that Carys added to the mixture.

“This is the best squid I’ve ever had!” exclaimed Beryl’s companion.

Minus one.

“Where did you find this wonderful beverage, princess?” one of Milos’s insufferable friends asked, nursing a bottle of ale.

“Imported from Sieniki.”

The name caused shivers, but the boy himself was too intoxicated to notice. “I love it!”

Minus two.

Dead. Done. Goodbye, I kept on counting. Soon enough, they would be curved over their own bellies, their entrails turned into savage piranhas, spilling every single drop of blood in their hearts.

Conversations ended and others took their place. I added my dose of opinions and criticisms. The abundant food regenerated them a little and, for a few hours, they forgot about Carys.

Midnight’s algid winds arrived before the laughter ceased, discussions exhausted, and the cutlery rested on dishes dotted with crumbs. Restless eyes peeked towards the prison. How long before the spell took effect? Carys said it depended; it could happen anywhere from one to three hours. Battling hundreds of islanders without a little aid from Heart Magic would be quite a feat. At least we had the advantage that most of the population was composed of Lovers—two heads for the price of one.

“It is time,” Beryl said, barely a whisper.

My heart sunk in contrast to the cheering that shook the plain. Regret reached its peak, and I promised myself that if—no, not if, when we were free, I would make up for Carys a thousand times over.

Beryl stood. Anxious as they were, the devotees donated half their attention to whatever else the Queen had to say.

“Tonight means more than a renewal of our faith. With the Creator as our witness, we must fortify the foundations of our creed. Give our full hearts to our kingdom, the only place in the world where Twin Souls can love and be loved without shame or fear, just like Aphrodite intended.” She picked up the goblet with the wine that had been left untouched throughout the night. The others repeated her gesture. “After five arduous years, our daughter Ishana has returned to us.” They cheered. I forced colour into my cheeks. “Ishana, we trusted you with our legacy, and you showed us your true heart. This feast, as our people know, was brought by you. And this offering, people of Venus, was also won by your Princess.”

From the shadows of the trees, three figures emerged. A fettered, lilac spectre was dragged by two soldiers clad in shiny brown armour with a hostility that threatened to disrupt my carefully-maintained balance. The crowd thumped the tables, raised their goblets, howled, “Blood! Blood! Blood!”

The soldiers shoved Carys against the stake. They lifted her hands, binding her wrists and then her ankles with the ropes. The hook grinned at her feet, eager to taste her elixir. Carys did not raise her eyes to me or to the worshippers who were dying to butcher her.

In the sky, the moon twitched. Her scarlet beams changed positions, and one of them stopped on Carys, illuminating her. Talwyn, the only other person to notice it, stepped away from the table. I couldn’t tell where she went because Beryl chose that moment to call me.

“Ishana. Would you mind saying a few words?”

As I stood up with a quivering smile, Beryl sat back down. More aware than ever of the metallic balls, I looked around the audience. Those not drunk enough deigned me with their attention, although their eyes constantly strayed to the bound Priestess.

I moistened my lips with my tongue. What in Hades did she want me to say? Like so many others, my attention diverted to Carys. She was not looking at me, but I could feel her heart attuned to mine, pulling me to where I belonged.

“What is this legacy that our queen speaks so highly of?” I began, waiting the right amount between mystery and boredom before continuing. “A legacy of Love. When I had to flee our island during the Sienikian attack, I could see nothing beyond a fog of hate. How could I be responsible for our legacy? In those moments of desolation, I prayed to the Creator with all my fibre. And she came to me. Twin Souls, you might correct me if these are the follies of a blind heart, but when I ask myself what Love is, I now have an answer. We are Love. And Love is so much greater than we can ever comprehend.”

I stiffened my neck so it would not turn to Carys. She was looking at me. Not with her physical eyes, but with that vision that penetrated the core of our beings.

“Someone once told me that humankind is not made for immortality. I believe that is true. Love is why we live, and Love is why we die. Love is why immortals die.”

Despite their thirst, the islanders were listening to me, eyes moisty and tender looks on their faces. I wish I could flay them right there to preserve the expressions. Tiberius was crying; he mouthed “beautiful words.” Milos, for the first time since I knew him, looked at me with a grave expression that I could not decipher. Beryl stood up slowly, as if moving pained her. When I saw her face, I could swear that there was sorrow in her aged eyes.

I turned to Carys, and this time, she was looking at me with her solid, blue eyes. She was happy. And anguished.

“We must never forget the price, many times high, that we must pay to be where we are today. This last sacrifice, people of Venus, was also offered by your princess. May her name never be forgotten.”

It took me a moment to process Beryl’s words. Confused, I turned to her. That was when the flat bottom of her goblet crushed my nose.

Blood rose to my head, spurting from my nose and blinding my eyes. The islanders erupted in renewed joy, crying my name, which had never sounded so disgusting. I staggered away, flailing wildly, trying to grab onto something.

I tripped. Applauses tracked my fall, then my head slammed against the ground, and everything went deadly silent as my brain convulsed. A single voice shouted my name, not in exultation, but in desperation. Asherah? Tiberius? All I cared about was Carys, tied up, suffering from the same pain; a pain that became less and less important as reality settled in: I failed us.

I scrambled to my feet, cutting my palms on the shards of my scattered teeth. Keris leapt from the scabbard, hissing and twisting, metallic fangs biting into flesh. My vision cleared in time to see a spear rushing toward me and spitting my calf.

I cried and cried until my lungs were dust; until my blood boiled with the heat of my rage. I gave them the pleasure of my angst, but I didn’t stop fighting. Dragging my mangled leg behind me, I stabbed repeatedly with no sense of direction. The madness caught my opponents off-guard, their blood raining on my face. A desperate attempt at conjuring Heart Magic solidified a puddle into a bed of spikes, large enough for only one bastard to fall into it.

My chest was lacerated by an invisible weapon. Carys was under attack. That second of distraction was the chance for a club to plummet into my stomach, spikes ripping through dress, corset, and flesh. Bitter saliva dripped from the corners of my mouth. Instinctively, my body tried to curl into foetal position. The ogres did not allow it. They lifted me by the arms, carrying me to a second stake driven into the earth sometime when I was being beaten. They planned this. They knew!

Ropes fastened me to the stake. A bucket was placed under my wounds, my blood dripping into it with the excruciating, prophetic tickle of a clock. The soldiers released me, and when the ropes broke my fall, bubbles of pain exploded in my stomach. Blood streamed from the gaps in my gums where there had been teeth, delighting the audience. I blinked red tears. The shriek that escaped me was shameful. But worse was the silence beside me.

Consternation lent me enough strength to raise my head and look at my Twin. We were side by side, chained in the same fashion. Her eyes were two carmine pools; she tried to summon Heart Magic, but a stake to the chest, near her heart, crippled her. Her wrists were chafed from useless struggles to escape. I opened my mouth to call her, but the words came out as red liquid.

Carys witnessed the ultimate death many times; had been responsible for reaping some of those souls. She, who had tried to end her life over a century ago, now trembled before Hades. Which was worse: to see your own death coming, or accept that the person you love the most will die with you?

“Did you truly expect it to work?” Someone—Madeline, I recognised her hands, now rougher than a Cyclops’—grabbed my hair and levelled my eyes with Beryl’s. “Your deception was obvious from the moment you set foot on the island. Even before you landed, I could hear your hearts”—she moved her finger from me to Carys—“beating as one. Still, I let you be. A mother’s heart always hopes, and I hoped that being back home would save you. Do you think you are powerful because your Twin is a Priestess? You forgot the most basic lesson, child: you are never as vulnerable as when you are in Love. You have not changed a bit. After all those years, you are the still same arrogant, selfish girl who should have died at sea while you still had a glimmer of dignity!”

Beryl brought out the ornamental dagger hidden in her dress, the metallic sound jabbing at my wounds. She never liked wielding weapons, my placid mother. The murderous gleam in her eye, however, was unmistakable.

“Tiberius!” Calling my father was proof of how deep I had fallen into despair.

Beryl glared at her husband. He approached me, head low, a hood covering his crown and most of his face. “Forgive me, child. I gave you a fighting chance, but I cannot go against my Twin just like you cannot go against yours.”

I gathered blood in my mouth and spat, hitting Beryl’s spear-like nose. She cleaned it with the back of a sleeved hand, ignoring the gulps behind her. Her other hand reopened the almost-healed gash on my belly, filling the night air with more screams and curses.

“Beloved Aphrodite, grant us the wisdom to find the red thread that guides us towards your benign heart,” she chanted, hypnotised heads bobbing in rhythm. “We offer you the corrupted blood of your servants, so that once purified by your charitable hands, they may feed your Love on this mortal land.”

She stabbed two fingers into the hole in my stomach. I squirmed in pain and horror at the feeling of Beryl’s hand moving inside me, stealing my life.

“I do not know what disgraceful sorcery you have been taught, but it will scarcely work in your favour,” she said, sampling our shared blood. It was the first time I saw her smiling with affection.

“Necromancy!” At first, I couldn’t tell where the voice came from. It sounded so different, like a broken harp, that if we weren’t connected on a deeper level, I wouldn’t have believed it belonged to my Twin. “Give me a few minutes to conjure a spell and break the connection between me and your daughter.”

A greater terror seized me. Whether Rosenwyn could destroy the bond between Twins or not, I would not wish to suffer this blasphemy. Appealing to the queen’s motherhood had no effect either. Beryl moved closer to Carys, menace written over her wrinkles.

“Do you still take me for a fool? I know how much your hypocritical Order wallows in the blood of Lovers! And your heart chose. You Love her, I can see that. But have you wondered how long before she tires of you? Before a greater power entices her away from this lovesick world you built? She would banish her own soul to spite you!”

“Fuck you!”

“It would indeed be to your advantage if you could break the connection.”

In the pit of lava where my consciousness drowned, an amorphous creature reared its head, roared inside me, clawed my stomach to climb out and lash against the rats gnawing at my flesh. Fury.

“You fucking cowards!” I shouted, my voice fraying when the spear stuck on my leg made itself remembered. None of the islanders moved.

“Says her who betrays her own family!” Milos brayed. Others growled in agreement.

“You piece of—”

“Please, queen, show your mercy! I am sure the princess will redeem herself if we show her our Love!”

Asherah was pathetic. I’d have rolled my eyes if I could, but I feared the gesture would rush the blood flow. And my stomach... something was stirring inside me, I could feel it bumping into the walls of my intestine, seeking a way out.

“Show our Love? How dare you? The child has been planning my death ever since she learned to speak! We gave her too many chances.” Saying this, Beryl handed the dagger to her son.

Asherah was ready to weep my case again when Tiberius grabbed her by the shoulders, gentle but firm. “Come, child,” he murmured, sparing a last glance to me and his Twin, the latter throwing daggers at him.

Unperturbed by the protests, Milos approached Carys. Scared as she might be, she faced him with commendable stoicism. Not like me, wasting my last breaths on quarrels.

“Do it on me!” Milos ignored me, too busy hacking away at Carys’ corset.

“You’re a legend, Priestess. This is going to be—”

A tentacle of blood erupted from my mouth, clasping Milos’s throat. Beryl hurried to rescue her son but froze mid-step, clutching her own compressed windpipe. Beryl’s suffocated prayers gave back some air to my lungs.

Then a sword struck on the tentacle. Sliced in half, it splashed to the ground, dissolving into a pool of blood that awakened the ferocity of the expectant mob. The hungriest among them dove headlong into the floor to lick up the precious juice. Madeline trampled on arms and legs as she crossed toward us, carrying two smaller daggers. In a single motion, she stabbed mine and Carys’ livers, extinguishing the scarlet light in our eyes.

“You swore it wasn’t possible!” Beryl shouted at Talwyn, hoarse, massaging her chaffed neck.

“It should not be,” Talwyn said. Her hands were clean, her stance neutral, unperturbed. “Perhaps we should—”

“This ends now. Let them feast!”

I opened my mouth; whatever I was about to say burst to pieces when Milos’s ritual blade furiously tore a piece of Carys’ flesh.

“You motherfucking pig!” Words gushed out in a stream of blood. “Take your dirty hands off her!”

“Cursing our mother won’t help you, little sister. Pray, but pray hard, because not even the Gods take kindly to familicide.” He drank noisily, smearing his chin.

After him, there was no more time for debate. A blade found the soft flesh of my chest, and my scream agitated my blood, making it slosh in more quantity than a goblet could hold. Starving vultures threw themselves at my feet, the idol they would devour the flesh and pick at the bones.

Another cut, more violent. They ripped at us faster than we could heal. Tongues replaced goblets, tracing the liquid as it wept from countless wounds. A sea of clamouring voices drowned my attempts at finding my Twin’s heartbeat. The spear was yanked from my leg, crumbled bones adding flavour to the drink.

My head snapped back, turning the world upside down so I found myself staring at the rusty sky. There were two moons—I was finally losing it. They trembled as I trembled, stumbling closer until one entered the other’s dimensions. Their cores oozed into each other, and soon it was no longer possible to tell where one began and the other ended.

Red lost its effulgence, dimming the sky. My consciousness drained along with my running blood. I stopped feeling my limbs and wondered if that was because the devotees were tearing me apart, eating me as dessert. Pain became trivial. All I felt was anger. It numbed me, and with that, I raged against the dying of the light.

Aphrodite’s tear reappeared, followed by a drizzle. Every raindrop was a thread connecting me to the sky, the earth, the trees, everything and everyone around me. My simmering hatred prayed to the bleeding moon, giving her my vitality. I wished it would swallow the whole island and bury us at the bottom of the sea so no one, not even stubborn Poseidon, would ever find our remains!

A dagger scrapped at my heart. I had no power to scream. The Earth roared on my behalf.

Voices ceased. Movements came to a standstill. Forgotten daggers were wedged between my bones. No one was sure of what they had felt, if anything at all, but nature made itself clear when an earthquake shook the very foundations of the island.

“An attack!” someone shouted.

“By the Gods!” cried another.

Somewhere among the growing despair, Milos’s laughter tried to pass it off as the effect of collective drunkenness. But the sand and the trees and the buildings trembled like an injured Titan, knocking everyone to the ground. More sensitive stomachs threw up.

“The moon is falling!”

“Aphrodite will kill us all!”

My eyes cleared like the sky after a storm, making me a witness to the apocalyptic manifestation that inspired the evildoers to beg for the mercy of the entire pantheon. A colossal wave rose from the ocean, growing bigger and larger as it approached the Island of Venus.

Like a stampeding herd, the islanders ran around and over each other. Others, paralysed out of their wits, stared at the impending destruction. Beryl turned to me, her skin pulled tight over her cadaveric face. She ran her fingers over her papery hair. The amusement on my bloated, blood-streaked face terrified her more than the prospect of extinction.

Joy turned to chaos. Salt sterilised the stench of our shed blood; the wet wind blew away the horror of death. I searched for my Twin. Carys gazed at the titanic wave in awe.

The wave crashed against the island with cosmic wrath. No mortal tool could wreak such damage. Running in circles like rats trapped in a labyrinth, covering their heads, taking refuge in their homes; no matter what they did or where they hid, the wise and mighty tempest swept the inhabitants in its current.

Houses collapsed into each other. Rubble carried by the tide decapitated, impaled, and crushed the ants along the way. The Palace of Eternity disappeared underwater. One of the towers swam amidst fishes, crabs, and sharks with blood trailing behind them.

The stakes and the ropes broke on impact. With equal ease, I clutched Carys’ hand and propelled us away from danger. We floated, caressed by the tenderness at the core of the raging wave. Carys wrenched the stake from her chest and grabbed my other hand, pulling me into a tight hug.

We twirled around in mid-air until our feet found dry land. The wave passed us, returning to the ocean.

Carys coughed a mouthful of water. I checked her arms, her belly, her chest; there were scars, but no infection, no bleeding, no sign that not long ago we had been on the verge of oblivion.

“You fucking did it.” The vibration of her relief rattled my veins. We cracked a red smile. Then we laughed, the joyful sound echoing across a devastated landscape.

There was noise around us. Not all the islanders had died. What would be the fun otherwise? I needed their blood on my blade. Carys buttoned her ripped overcoat and retrieved her weapons. The survivors were coming to their senses. I lifted Keris to the stars, imbuing her with scarlet rays.

Coughing preceded vomiting. Blood squirted from every orifice, and in the most thrilling cases, fragments of organs were also ejaculated. The indigestion was taking effect. Not as many people as I expected were affected, though.

“Talwyn must have brewed an antidote,” Carys said.

“They didn’t want to share our blood with all the starving mouths,” I concluded. “Clever fuckers.”

Deserted by blood and moon, Beryl stood on precarious legs. Her skin was wrinkled as if she had spent hours in the water, her noble dress torn and soiled with impurities from the sea. Her silvery hair looked like a fish net long discarded by a frustrated sailor. I picked a thread from my head, caressing it.

“What have you done? You are an aberration to this world, a monster created by the Gods to—”

Her pestilent monologue was cut short by a shot. The bullet travelled through the air, thick with magic, and perforated Beryl’s upturned nose, kicking her and her crown into the thorny bushes.

“Ow!” I cried. “That wasn’t fair!”

“One hundred points for me, cariad.”

There was no way to be mad at her. “Let’s show them what real Love means.”

Carys grabbed my cheeks and gave me the shortest and most intense kiss of my life.

With her taste on my lips and our Love pulsing in my heart, I readied myself for war. Milos was nowhere to be found. I concentrated on the countless threads that connected me to the universe. For many years, I believed I did not belong in this world. That instead of walking, I was floating around, insubstantial. I was wrong. Fate, Gods, magic, Love, it was all part of an infinite web. What I needed was to grip the right thread and open my channel.

The endemic confusion turned friends into enemies, Lovers into suicides. Those affected by the spell clawed their own skin, ripping it into raw strips. Tables were overturned to work as palisades. Blood dripped from broken plates; parched corpses piled up. Soldiers had been preserved against our spice, and even though their queen lay dead with a hole in the middle of her decrepit face, they armed themselves to defend what was left of the empire.

I knee slid and burst open a swollen belly, viscera and chewed seafood tumbling out. A second soldier raised his longsword above his head for a fatal blow. Without me even thinking, power flowed through my veins, bombed my heart, exuded from my every pore. The blood that poured out of the glutton’s stomach congealed into a long spear that bore straight into his friend’s chin.

The gurgling sound of agony scared another man. He brought the shield closer to his chest. How cute.

“You have seen witchcraft,” I said, savouring his growing dread as the blood from his two dead comrades curled around my wrists. “But you have not seen the power of the Goddesses.”

I unleashed the crimson thongs, whipping the shield off his hands. When he tried to flee, I wound the whip around one of his legs, twisting it with such passion that his knee popped out. I let his screams echo for a couple of seconds before tying a noose around his neck and grounding the bones inside.

A pang in my chest guided my attention to where Carys was. She had used Moon Magic to send a soldier flying into the wall, fusing him into the bricks, but she wasn’t used to that kind of energy. Two more soldiers approached her, each hefting long spears.

My bow was where I had left it. Without calculating the distance or stabilising my breath, I nocked an arrow, pointed it in the general direction of the soldiers, and shot. The projectile sailed in a gracious line until it punctured through the helmet and buried itself in the soldier’s temple, spilling brains on the other side. The impact shook the other man; Carys lost no time in embedding her dagger in the space between his eyes.

She stood, both of us staring at the same spot: the arrow, its perfect trajectory and phenomenal force.

“Father Poseidon!” Ryker appeared in drenched light armour and sword in hand. “What an exquisite island! I hope that was the signal?”

I exchanged a smile with Carys. “Ready for war, admiral?”

“Readier than ever, Ishana.” Behind them, the crew surged forward in similar states of perplexity and fervour, a smaller but also deadly wave.

I shot consecutive arrows at random targets, not expecting to score them all. But I did. One fell with an arrow across her neck, another was thrown back with a bolt to his nipple, a third earned an arrow to the knee, which didn’t kill him but left him to be trampled by the crazed herd that was fleeing from Ryker’s crew, bones crackling like fireworks.

I nocked a sixth arrow, excited to see where the winds would take it. As I hunted for a target, I found a rotund, feeble face, staring at me like an abandoned puppy. Asherah pointed a greasy kitchen knife at me.

“Do you have any idea how pathetic you look right now?”

“Please, Ishana...” her voice quivered along with her jelly arms. Dust caked her face, and not even her big tears washed it. “What they did was wrong. But this isn’t you.”

“Tell me I’m wrong and you’re not trying to tell me who I should be, again?” Because that was all she did since I met her. Censuring my behaviour, telling me to lower my voice, to stop playing with swords, to smooth my skirts, to cover my mouth when I laughed.

“Friends care for each other. That’s all I ever wanted!”

Even weeping, she admonished me. I lowered the bow, releasing the string and a sigh. Asherah swallowed hard and risked a feeble smile. Then I plunged Keris on her forehead, in the exact same spot where I had been stupid enough to lay my lips on. We fell to the ground. Her belly cushioned my knees in belated retribution for my foolish efforts to keep her alive when I should have killed her with my bare hands.

“Carys!” I cried over the hubbub. She yanked a peasant’s jaw and encrusted his face with his own teeth before answering my call. I lifted the corpse by the hair. “This one is also worth a hundred heads!”

I couldn’t see from that distance, but I knew Carys was raising an eyebrow. “That’s not the right way to fuck me, cariad.”

“Worth the try,” I mumbled. She returned to work, grinding a soldier’s ankle to a blood paste with her boot.

I twisted the sword before retrieving it, forming a small crater on her skull. A ruby beam coloured the ashen night, illuminating a trembling figure hiding between the walls of a demolished house. It took me a moment to identify her without the apron. Selma’s quavering lips formed “please,” but her tongue was unable to utter the words.

“I wish you had died with the others,” I said, squatting down to look in her dark-brown eyes. There, I had an idea. “You don’t have a Lover, Selma?” She frantically shook her head. “Would you cook for us?”

“F-for u-us?”

“Yes! For me and my Twin.” I guided her petrified face to where we could watch Carys’ silhouette marching, dauntless, between red sprays and the drum of screams. “She’s glamorous, eh? So, will you cook for us?”

Selma was lost in Carys’ spectacle. I slapped her across the face. “Yes, yes, yes,” she repeated in a string, bobbing her head so vehemently that I was afraid she’d break her own neck.

“Good. Go back to the kitchen, Selma, and lock the door until everyone else is dead.” I pushed her towards her cathedral. “And Selma? If you ever think of betraying us, you’ll be the main course in our next feast.”

All that blood and brain and fat were dulling my blade. I took a soaked blanket from a ruined house to clean it. The total of heartbeats on my radar diminished by the minute, reaching a plateau before dropping one or two and then stabilising once more. With the scourge eliminated, the skilled warriors offered more entertaining brawls. I was eager to meet them. But first I’d need to deal with the heart intent on stalking me.

“Stealth was never your strong suit, little brother.”

Milos left the shadows, straightening his back with borrowed dignity. Pissed as a chook, he had trouble carrying the greatsword that was his pride.

“Tell you the truth, it’s hard to find anything you’re good at.”

“You awakened the sea, Ishana!” his voice came out like soap bubbles. “You must teach this new magic to our people. We’ll be invincible!”

At first, I thought he was taking the piss. But the way his left eye trembled and his hips swayed confirmed that he had lost the plot. I always knew he was Beryl’s favourite, I just couldn’t understand what she saw in him. He was neither astute as his mother nor lucid as his father; he inherited none of the qualities that must’ve endeared Beryl to her dead son, Aquila. What Milos desired was not sublime Love, but sublime Power, something that Tiberius and Beryl could have never given him. I was more like my parents than Milos. No, I was better than my parents. Better than all of them.

“But I am invincible, little brother. Because I am touched by the heavens. I transcended the Love our parents professed.”

“That disgusting Priestess bewitched you!” he roared and advanced with slow, predictable intentions.

I controlled myself not to laugh. The blood he had drunk—my blood, the bastard!—averted his intoxication enough to allow him to swing that ludicrous sword. If Tiberius or Karl trained him, they were no match for the stupefying comforts of royalty.

The pearly glimmer of his sword dulled under the vicious moonlight. With each mishit, Milos yelled one of his heroic phrases. “I’ll bring you back!”, “You don’t stand a chance, little sister!”, “I’ll save them all!” I let him play until his voice tired me. Then I slid under his sword, slashing his heel and his pride.

His weapon clattered to the ground—the weapon he dreamed would achieve legendary status. On his knees, Milos attempted to recover his sword. He froze when he heard the tensing of the bowstring.

Milos threw his hair back, but most of it remained stuck to his face. “Come on, sis. Let’s drop the—”

His entreaty ended with the shattering of his shoulder. Milos stared at the dart, shock numbing his pain. Wounds like that would be healed by the vigorous blood he had ingested... if I gave him the chance. A second arrow cracked open his other shoulder. This time he fell backwards, splayed like a stranded starfish.

He laughed, which gave me a momentary pause. Blood oozed from his eyes; he didn’t notice it. No, his grasp on the rope of reality was loosening, and he was winding it around his neck to keep himself from losing it.

“You gonna kill me? Seriously?” he asked, abusing his brittle willpower to touch his chest. “We can be king and queen, Ishana. My Love would forgive you even after the darkness.”

A third arrow was aimed at his chest, but a better idea occurred to me. Milos wailed like a neutered kitten when the arrow burrowed into his genitals.

“This is for insinuating we could ever be a—ugh—pair. And this—” I spun Keris in my hand. “—is for all the times you spoke ill of my Twin.”

I grabbed his tacky hair and pulled it back. He thrashed about, making the work unnecessarily messy, but Keris worked swiftly to saw through the apple of his throat, tearing at his vocal cords to silence the shrilling screams. Milos’ head hung by bloody threads. He had no juice in him to regenerate that for the next hours, maybe days, only to keep him on the edge of death. I smiled at him. I’d finish it later.

I took a minute to breathe and admire the moon. Her light still reached the far corners of the Island of Venus, but her surface was growing paler again.

Retrieving a couple of my arrows, I went to find Carys. She had disembowelled a man and was using his entrails to lasso a spear out of another man’s hands and strangle a third woman. Wishing to enjoy my improved archery skills until inspiration run out, I sent an arrow drilling through the disarmed man’s nape.

“Someone’s having way too much fun with her toy,” Carys said.

“It’s quite amusing when you get the hang of it. Also, Milos is mine.”

She walked to me, blood dripping from her overcoat in purple droplets. “Papa is still out there.”

We stared at each other. Tiberius might be dead—though something told me he was still drawing breath—, but no one had claimed the kill. I shoved Carys and broke into a sprint for the place where he was most likely to be.

The bravest soldiers of Venus erected a barrage in front of the Palace of Eternity, living proof—or, rather, dead proof—that nothing lasted forever. The tsunami had shattered what remained of the windows, displaced the towers, melted the painting that oozed like corrosive tears, and bent its very foundations.

We met Ryker on the mound that descended into the royal territory. Having killed the rest, their crew took to the task of handcuffing the non-Lovers.

“They have been there for a while now,” Ryker said. At the palace’s entrance, where the door had been, there was a gate of fire. “I gather that is where the King is.”

“Alive?” I asked.

“Maybe. Or maybe they are protecting his honourable corpse.”

“We leave no one standing,” Carys said, not taking her eyes off the phalanx of men and fire. “Ready?”

“Do you mind if I try something before we put them to the sword?”

A smile tugged at her lips. “Looking forward to it. Wait here, admiral. We’ll say goodbye to this bloody family meeting.”

Hand in hand, we walked down towards the palace. Twenty feet shifted as we approached, some still unsure if they should raise their blades against the princess. Ultimately, those who were hesitant followed the lead of their more devoted comrades, and we found ourselves marching straight to a wall of swords and spears.

“Do not come any closer!” the woman in the middle shouted. I had a small recollection of her. Brought from Ellada, second in command after Karl, brilliant with a spear. Her breastplate flared with an image of the Colchian Dragon. Undaunted like her Patron God, her voice was rigid, resolute, steeling the more delicate nerves of her companions.

One of the soldiers sneered at our joined hands, taking it as a sign of cowardice. His smile died away when I locked eyes with him. I could not read his thoughts, but I found the hole that fear had perforated in his mind. Moonlight shone through my eyes, a mysterious and fascinating light through which I perceived the soldier’s conflicting self. I thrust my psychic hands into the hole, widening it so all his chained terrors could rise.

The man burst into screams, startling the others, including the indomitable commandant. Awareness spread, and suddenly my moon-infused consciousness was inside them, turning them against themselves.

My first victim swallowed the sharp point of his sword, crumbling as blood streamed from his wide mouth. Witnessing the ghastly, illogical suicide broke more minds. Three soldiers dropped their weapons and ran to the shore, abandoning themselves to the ocean.

Tears streamed down blotted pupils. One dropped to the floor, wailing like an abandoned puppy. Three others turned against themselves, and when the victor emerged, the commandant shattered his spine with her spear.

“That was swmpus, cariad. But who’s cheating now?”

Five remained that had not been affected by the craze. Anger twisted the commandant’s face. She was an obstinate one; the kind that Carys enjoyed killing. And she was ready for the battle of her life, for she waited not a second longer to see if we had any other tricks.

Her spear sliced through the air where I had been. She had her back to Carys, but before my Twin could strike, two more spears were on her, keeping her away from Ares’ minion. Feeling bold, the soldier furthest from her threw the spear. The weapon stopped halfway, wavering in the air. I had no chance to see what Carys did next, only heard the man’s scream, for the commandant was bent on popping my heart with that stick of hers.

She was slower with her armour but didn’t allow that to be an obstacle. While the spear point jabbed at me, the shaft blocked the gaps that I could’ve used to better position myself or counterattack. When I did get a window of opportunity, I saw the flash of the fourth soldier’s sword and had to recede.

It was hard to concentrate on magic with their combined pressure, and there was another spear-wielding drongo preying on me and Carys. I tried something new: instead of targeting an opponent, I set an invisible trap. The commandant was clever, but her brother-in-arms was too eager to avenge his comrades. When he stepped into my trap, it provoked a blast of wind that sent him flying a hundred feet high before he started falling again. The fight broke off as everyone escaped the collision route.

And when it collided... Goddess! Even I winced at the explosion that sent bones and organs soaring, giving each of us a souvenir and a permanent blush to the land.

The man who had been duelling against Carys dropped his sword and his knees. I wasn’t manipulating their psyche any more, yet he remained there, hypnotised by the maroon stain that had been his friend. Carys showed clemency, slitting his throat in a quick move.

“You are a monster,” the commandant said. She removed her helmet, revealing soaked blonde hair. “The Gods will remember what you did here today. Retribution will come.”

“You are right, albeit misguided.” I stepped close until I was facing her. “The Gods have remembered. And we are the retribution.”

“Will you burn me with my armour before dropping my ashes into the ocean?”

“No.” I raised my palm to the dragon on her chest. Her heart stopped, and she collapsed onto herself. I turned to Carys. “Now this is a cardiac arrest.”

“I prefer the other one.”

She gestured for Ryker to shackle the commandant as well. For a moment, I wondered if we couldn’t keep her. But she surrendered because she was intelligent to know there was no chance of victory, not because she believed in our cause.

The wall of fire at the palace’s entrance fizzed, writhed, and died out. We sidestepped the commandant’s corpse, coming face to face with Talwyn, a model of elegance as if the night’s events had not affected her more than a fleeting gale would.

“He is inside,” she said.

He, not King or Your Majesty. “And you’re just going to let us pass?” I asked.

Talwyn crossed her fingers in front of her body. “I never had any emotional attachment to your parents. Likewise, I hold no personal affront against you. I would like to have a place in your congregation. You two are powerful. So am I. Instead of fighting useless battles, we should learn from each other.”

I exchanged a look with Carys. It was true that Talwyn had never been interested in finding her Twin; nor had I heard her lecture on Love. How trustworthy was she?

“Stay out of our way,” I said. “We’ll talk later.”

“You know where to find me,” Talwyn said, and like that, she disappeared into the salmon night.

A trail of blood snaked out of the palace’s entrance hall. It broadened as we advanced, spreading into a pool around Aphrodite’s feet. Tiberius was sprawled with his back on the marbled legs of the Creator, the blood around him enough to fill a creek. But life had not abandoned him yet.

“Looks like the Love my mother professed wasn’t so sublime, after all,” I muttered, thinking about all that Tiberius said to me since my arrival.

Side by side, we waded through the blood, the sole of our boots squeaking. We crouched beside Tiberius. His hair was parted from his veiny forehead, showing clouded eyes. I thought he hadn’t noticed us; couldn’t hear or see anything any more, but then he moved his head.

“Tiberius?”

Instead of looking at his daughter, he dedicated the last sparkle of his sentience to Carys. In a gesture that took a long time and extreme effort, he raised his trembling hand, covered in a scarlet glove, to his chest. It remained there for less than a second before falling. Carys nodded to him, understanding something I had not. Satisfied with her answer, Tiberius closed his eyes, and darkness descended upon him.

I looked at Carys. Rather than providing the explanation I asked, she showed me her dagger. “Fifty points each?”

Sighing, I glanced at my savage reflex on the Keris. “Better than nothing.” I grabbed Tiberius’ hair on one side and Carys on the other. Our swords kissed at his trachea, then worked together to sever the head from the rest of the body.

Fingers wrapped around the blue hair, we carried our trophy out of the palace, declaiming the official end to the revolution. Carys shot one bastard in the nose, and there may be more rats hidden in the dark, but otherwise, the Island of Venus was in peace.

We must elect another name. The Island of Aphrodite? An obvious choice, yet I hesitated. Aphrodite had been pivotal to our meeting, perseverance, and victory, but ignoring the other hands that taught and guided us would be a dangerous demonstration of ingratitude. We would have time to think about that.

Ryker was cleaning their sword on a commoner’s rags, the slaughter and destruction not affecting their admiration for the place.

“We need four stakes, admiral,” I said.

They distributed orders, and their crew set out to find some table legs, using lost swords to sharpen one of the ends. The flat end was buried in the sand.

As soon as the four stakes were properly placed, we approached the first of them and, in a joint effort, attached Tiberius’ head to the tip. Carys went to find Beryl, who had been trampled and rolled over to a spot a few feet from where she had died. I split the remnant of tissue holding Milos’s head in place. On the way back, I stopped next to Asherah, and she gave me the most trouble, her head refusing to leave the body. Stubborn even in death.

A few minutes later, we met back at the stakes. Carys nailed Beryl’s head beside Tiberius. At the queen’s side, I planted her son’s head, then Asherah at the other end.

We stood in appreciative silence. Carys slipped an arm around my waist, pulling me to her.

“Satisfied?” she asked.

“For the first time on this island, I feel... at home.”

“Those are your parents, am I right?” Ryker pointed to the king and the queen, coughing to disguise the trepidation in their voice.

“My father, my mother, my brother, and the girl obsessed with me,” I introduced the heads.

“And, for the record, she doesn’t even deserve fifty points.”

Ryker raised a questioning eyebrow. I shrugged, resigned. She didn’t deserve any honours. And to think the bloody girl turned into an Obsessive. Oh, Fate, thou art ingenious!

“Did you bring what we asked, admiral?” Carys asked.

“Could never forget it!” They motioned for the crew to bring a special item wrapped in linen cloth. Carys unpacked it, revealing a shiny bottle of red wine. Her dagger uncorked it, the aroma of grape mixed with toasted almonds and alcohol; the aroma of victory overpowering the fumes of death.

“By the way, we have a cook,” I said. “Unless someone killed her and dumped her in the sea.”

“Your bootlicker?”

“The very same.”

Carys nodded. “Hard to turn down good food. For us,” she toasted before gulping down half the bottle and passing it to me.

“For us.”


Stand beside me, Goddess, my Ally

I drew my headcount with Ishana. Or at least that was the result we agreed upon after checking the bodies. Irregular cuts were a mark of Keris; artistic deaths—which Ishana dubbed purple killing—were my signature. Still, it was nigh impossible to remember who killed who, and the body parts scattered across the island made the maths more confusing. In the end, all that mattered was that we had won. We survived against herculean odds, and now we were free. Free to breathe, free to love.

Selma came out of the kitchen with leftovers that had not been served. After I removed the negative effects of the spell, Ryker and their crew basked in the cook’s talents. She seemed like a tidy woman; despite the horror frozen in her features, her heart indicated respite. That healthy fear would keep her well-behaved.

Talwyn kept her promise of conviviality. To show her goodwill, she restored the dome of illusion, which would be a considerable advantage while Ishana and I built our home. I still needed to have a heart-to-heart with her, but... well, I was not looking forward to it. I had already messed with necromancy, the obscure art that sane people avoided like the plague. Hearth Magic was on the same level, except its practice outside of Hestia’s household was actually forbidden. And I had a feeling that Talwyn’s power didn’t stem only from witchcraft.

“The castle is fucked,” I said.

“I don’t want to live in there anyway.”

“And where will we live, my queen?”

We were lolling atop a hill that overlooked the harbour and the first rows of houses after it. Ishana opened her arm, gesturing to the ruined rooftops below. “After we do some renovations, we’ll have plenty of options. In the meantime, I’ll be happy sleeping in a tent close to the sea.”

“Alone?” I asked, enjoying her confusion. “Or maybe with a tot?”

“A what?”

“Could be two as well.”

Ishana swirled to face me, brow furrowed. “Are you suggesting that you can cast the spell to make you pregnant by me?”

My laughter thundered across the island. “Have you already accepted my proposal and chosen which of us is going to carry the baby?”

She grinned, half in amusement, half in embarrassment. “Well... I suppose that can be discussed. A little Carys and a little Ishana running around, making everyone go nuts. I can see that... sometime in the future. Perhaps we could consider marriage first? A big party and whatnot.”

“Theoretically, we’re already married.”

“What? You mean the Twin connection?”

“That is a poetic marriage, yes. But no, I mean my people’s old tradition that if you sleep with someone for three days, it equals a marriage!”

“Practical,” Ishana conceded.

“Aye. But I won’t say no to a party.” I scooted behind her, massaging her shoulders. Her head fell back, resting on my chest. “Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising, haply I think on thee, and then my state. Like to the lark at break of day arising, from sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate; for thy sweet love remember’d such wealth brings, that then I scorn to change my state with kings.”

Ishana sighed, so carefree that I had to hug her to stop her from flying away like a feather. I nuzzled the top of her head, then lay a kiss there, my lips lingering until she spoke again.

“That is the sweetest thing I’ve heard from Shakespeare.”

“How do you know it’s Shakespeare?”

“You do a deeper voice when you recite him,” she imitated what I guessed was a bear learning to speak.

“I don’t speak like that!”

She giggled. “Yes, you do, my Elizabeth.”

Ishana spun around in my arms so fast that I lost my balance. If it wasn’t enough, she threw her weight over me, laughing as I fell onto my back with her pinning me down.

“I must be careful around you,” I said, and she was still smiling when her mouth caressed mine. She pressed her lips to the edge of my mouth, and I hummed in approval. Violence was fun, but I discovered that giving my Twin my affection was even more addictive. We stayed there for a long time, simply looking at each other.

Ryker announced their intention to sail back to Haillikós as soon as the sun rose, excited like a rabbit to deliver the news to King Lowell. I wished I could be there to see the old man’s face. Anyway, I was quite sure he and his consort would pay us a visit soon.

Karl should be as dead as his Twin by now, but his gang might seek revenge—along with Maud, the Fool, who I’d love to welcome. Who knew what other threats would find us in the future? I hoped Aphrodite would cut us some slack now that the place would no longer be used as a slaughterhouse for her Priestesses, but you never lose by being prepared.

“I’m going with you to the ship,” I told Ryker. “Got a letter I need to write if you can deliver it to a Messenger.”

“Consider it done.”

Ishana held my hand. Departing seemed like madness after what we’d been through. I looped my arms around her waist, leaning my forehead on hers. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Promise?”

I sealed my commitment with a slow kiss. As our lips separated, Ishana got off me; still holding my hand, she pulled me to my feet.

Nostalgia bubbled in me as I walked back to the ship. Which was odd since my experience with the place was nothing short of terrible. But I knew it had a good side, and I wanted to uncover it. Build better memories for us.

Earth gave way to sand. Wood and brick composed simple houses; the surviving palace spiral towered over the coastline. I heard the crashing of the waves on the rocks, the seagulls fishing, the patterned breeze that was as if the island was breathing. And there was no anger.

In the Flying Coral, I fetched paper and quill. I sat on the bed and then on the floor, ruminating over ideas, concepts, memories. I knew what I felt, but how to put it down on paper? It had been years since I’d written my last letter, decades since I penned anything with raw emotion. Never had I openly talked about my feelings to anyone other than my Twin. Then I remembered that stupid book she loved and smiled as I imagined her reaction.

“Dearest Heathcliff,

Do you remember our competition to see which of us is the best? I believe I found the answer: you are. You told me that when you looked at the dark sky, it frightened you. You never had my egotism, and I am glad of it. You cannot control your heart because the truth you hold deep inside is that it should not be controlled.

She taught me that and much more. Ishana. I trust you will remember her. For me, there is nothing more familiar than the sound of her name, the loveliness of her voice, the sweetness of her smile. Nothing in nature equals to the Love I hear in her heart. My Love for her destroys the darkness so I can see the sun, the stars, the palaces in heaven. The darkness does not frighten me because I know there is light behind it. The world is more alive than ever, Agnes, and true devotion to Aphrodite is our dedication to reviving that lost life.

This is not the letter you expected to receive from me, I suppose. You must be a tad surprised. But are you disappointed? I do not think so. And if I am right, then come to me. We have taken the island. Here, you will not have to hide your feelings for anyone ever again. Never... not for the rest of your mortal days. Turns out eternity is not defined by infinity, but rather by the preciousness of our days. Immortals are not meant to live forever, after all.

And no, I will not share my blood with you. I will do better. I will give you a chance to create your own, treasured emotions.

Love,

Carys

P.S.: If you’re still in the Tunic, can you pass by my shack and bring me the letters I kept in the bookshelf?”

I folded the letter and put it in an envelope. The lioness’ seal locked its contents. I wondered if I should write to Rosenwyn too. When I tried to contact her an hour ago, I received no answer. In the end, I decided against it. Though I couldn’t know what, I knew something had changed for her. She would reach out to me when she was ready.

Besides, I was waiting to feel the consequences of our necromancy endeavour. Perhaps the unbelievable relief of being reconnected with my Twin and surviving the night had mitigated the side effects for now.

I handed the envelope to Ryker and headed back to Olympian Island... nah, too cliché.

Ishana was lying on a wooden slab, one leg dangling over her knee, sipping from another bottle of wine that I deduced had been brought by the cook. Her dress was in rags; I preferred it that way. She had kicked her boots off, a red-painted sole swaying in the rhythm of the wind.

“Do you reckon she’ll come?” she asked.

“I bet she will.”

She put the bottle aside and climbed down to the ground. “Follow me.”

“We still have the prisoners to deal with.”

“I don’t trust them. We could let them starve for a few days.”

“Fair enough,” I said, taking her hand.

The calmness of the island was making me sleepy. The Tunic was often quiet, but this was different. It was more than stillness; it was peace. I pictured Ishana naked on the beach, the sun marking her with warm lines, gentle waves covering our carefree bodies. Pictures that we would soon need to make a reality.

We arrived at the wrecked Palace of Eternity. I thought Ishana wanted to show me something inside or gather those little trinkets she told me about to decorate our future home. However, she skirted the decaying bricks, making her way down a steep hill. The earth there was slippery, holes here and there eroded by rain demanding caution.

Ishana wormed her way through the forest that served as the palace’s backyard, not once stopping to consider the path. It was a fertile ground for trees and plants of various species, no doubt the witches’ playground. We started climbing to somewhere the multitude of trees did not allow me to see.

The higher we went, the more incisive the sun rays became, bright with the coming dawn, their warmth seeping through the leaves. Minutes later, we reached even ground again. Salt seasoned the breeze. I could tell we were on a cliff facing the ocean, but the scale only hit me after Ishana steered me through a narrow passage between two enormous rocks.

“Holy Aphrodite!” I said, again not realising the full extent of the event until my eyes, out of instinct, found the Constellation of Vengeance. I stumbled back at the proximity of her face.

I still could not fathom what I had experienced that night. My senses transcended my physicality; I moved with an awareness of every element around me. Someone had been raging by my side, conducting my movements like a maestro. I gripped my enemies’ hearts with a hand that extended beyond my flesh. And when my body threatened to collapse with the sheer magnitude of that power, a mother’s affection gripped my shoulders and helped me onwards. Seeing Aphrodite’s stars there would have been too overwhelming if Ishana had not been holding my hand, anchoring me to reality.

Then came a shout. Ishana’s liberating cheer surfed the crystalline waves interspersed with colourful fishes until it could no longer be heard. Feeling like a Titan rising above the world of mortals, I shouted too, my voice trailing behind hers, meeting somewhere we could not follow.

“It reminds me of my favourite places in the Orb,” I said after we enjoyed the silence. Another plan inserted itself in my mind: me, bare feet dangling from those rocks, a notebook and a quiver in hand, writing to my heart’s content. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“I discovered it when I was a child, and once I did, it became my most cherished place on the island. But Beryl found out and prohibited me from ever coming back. Said it was too dangerous. Travellers with a keen eye might spot me if the dome faltered.”

She was engrossed by the gorgeous view; distracting her was a crime, but I needed to. I cupped her face, making her look at me.

“You can do whatever you want, go wherever you want. You are free now.”

“Freedom tastes sour and sweet.” She placed a hand on my chest, her arm vibrating with my sharp heartbeats. “Like the blood flowing through our veins; the blood that burned everything to ashes and that will rebuild everything. So, can you please stop blaming yourself?”

My eyes widened. By now, I should have learned that extraordinarily little escaped her. Of course she would notice my guilt and carve it out with her barbed blade.

“I was a coward. When you needed me the most, all my unbeatable warrior spirit, my fearless heart, were nothing but junky prose. I was going to lose you and I—”

“I’m going to stop your self-pity right there.” But not only notice it. She would carve my guilt out with her barbed blade, leave my chest raw and aching and renewed. “You once told me that the most dangerous thing in the world is to love. I thought you meant the Priestesses, but now I understand. Love isn’t the mushy garbage those losers out there believe. It’s a double-edged sword. It strengthens us in exchange for blood. It gives meaning to the world while making it incomprehensible. It reveals the most precious and the most repulsive parts of us. And, my imperfect Carys, I want your beauty, and I want your beast. Or do you reckon that speech I gave meant nothing?”

“That speech was the final nail in the coffin, you know,” I said, surprised at the lightness of my tone, and relieved when Ishana smiled back.

“Eh, that killed what was left of their hopes. But fuck it. I have no regrets. You?”

I shook my head. “Can’t say I’d do that again, though.” A sudden thought came to me. “Hey, what about the Venus balls?”

Ishana groped around her pants. “Shit. I must’ve lost it in the flood. I still won the challenge, though.”

“Undisputed.”

She yawned, and I had to imitate her. “We should definitely take a break,” she said. “Let’s start here. I choose this place as the stage of our coronation. Let the Gods bear witness that here, on this rock, our new life began!”

We raised our arms, lauding our new reign. On the distant horizon, the sun rose from the bottom of the ocean. Numinous sunlight crowned us. The light of the stars dimmed to let the king shine. I sought Aphrodite’s constellation before it disappeared among the clouds. Her eye was blue, and I looked intently into it. I smiled. A tear streaked down my cheek.


Epilogue

Our arms were still raised to the sky when we heard footsteps behind us. At once, we turned, blades in hand, ready to tear apart the villain who dared to interrupt our sanctuary.

“You fierce girls, I am so proud of you!”

I recognised the fruity voice, the impeccable wavy hair, the sparkling violet eyes, and the infatuating voice even if, this time, they were wearing a glamorous chiton instead of the heavy cloaks. The two goblets of wine they carried were, of course, even more incriminating.

“You are Dionysus,” Ishana spoke when I could not.

Grinning the smile of a delighted child, the God of Wine and Pleasure extended their arms. After the battle we fought, I lacked the strength to refuse, and either due to that or to politeness, Ishana also accepted the proffered goblet. From their back, Dionysus materialised a third goblet.

“Let us toast to your victory and to our esteemed Aphrodite!”

“Why didn’t she come herself?” I blurted out, my age-old bitterness finding its voice again.

“She would’ve loved to, darling, but she’s a little... indisposed. No, no, needn’t worry. We’ll fix that. Our real quest begins now. Drink, drink!”

They drank, and we followed their lead. Dionysus tossed the empty goblet over their shoulder and pressed the fine cloth of their chiton to their heart-shaped lips.

“Now that we’re properly intoxicated,” they continued. “I should warn you that there’s a fleet of Merpeople coming to try and...” They drew a finger across their throat. “That can’t happen, of course. Unfortunately, I can’t offer you my direct help, or the sky will throw a tantrum. But! I brought four of my best creatures to keep you company.”

The prospect of fighting Poseidon’s devotees didn’t bother me as much as that last piece of information. “Please, tell me it’s not the four creatures I’m thinking of.”

Dionysus grinned. How could I have ever seen that smile as anything other than pure chaotic energy? “You’ll be best friends in no time. Now, be kind and don’t die. Aphrodite is counting on you!”
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