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        This book is dedicated to every woman in my life⁠—

        To those who nurtured and guided.

        To those who taught me the hardest lessons.

        And to those who I’ve yet to meet,

        to adore, and to mourn.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Come, sit here with me beside the light, and I shall tell you the tale of Jarrah, the Mother Goddess. Of her benevolence, her righteous judgement, and commission of magic, gifted through her four daughters. I shall tell you of her sister, Avaä, the Goddess of Sacred Rhythms, and her moon-womb into which she accepts and rebirths souls. I shall tell you of the dying of the light, its resurrection in women, and the fight against those who sought to snuff it out or steal it to use for their own evil hungers.

      But you must listen well and unfold your sense of understanding to receive what is beyond your limited experience in this life. For this story shall surely be lost on those who dismiss its truth, saying it is only a myth. Sit in rapt attention and know this: this story has been played out in a multitude of lives, in a multitude of ways, but with the same ending.

      What is that ending, you ask? Stay with me, sidle closer to the light. Let it dance within you, and you shall understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SACRED TESTAMENT OF THE MOTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the writings of Mithra, Prime Hag,

        of the temple Katafiyo

      

      

      

      In the Beginning, before evil men perpetuated diabolical and selfish deeds, there was Jarrah. Mother of all that does and does not exist— Mother of the four Goddesses— Dinah, Milysa, Falyn, and Shafii.

      In her, all things crawling, cawing, and clawing dwelt. Curled up in her heart, where the unformed was knitted together into form, the entirety of all we know slumbered. Their dreams filled her as she waited until the right time.  Until she summoned her sister, who was also always there. Through Jarrah’s word, through Avaä’s womb, all life began. They filled the world with wonders, with beauty, with goodness, continually pouring forth their favor and their blessing onto the creation that sprang from them.
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      Lilith was not many days past her twenty-fourth birthday when she received her magic. It came sweeping in one night while she slept, like a tidal wave, sending ripples beneath her skin.

      She awakened, groggy and not fully aware. Her bedcloths were dampened from her sweat-soaked skin— they clung to her in a suffocating way, and she tore them from her body, desperate for the fresh air. Her long, auburn hair clung to her brow and neck despite being mostly tied into a braid. She clawed at the strands, pulling them away from her face, palming them into submission.

      In her spacious room, her bed sat on the opposite side of the large, picture window. She rose from her mattress— half-tempted to strip her nightgown away— and walked toward the window, pulling aside the transparent drapes that provided privacy in the summer heat.

      The full moon shone brilliantly in the night sky, contrasted against the thousands of illuminated stars that hung suspended around its form. Lilith felt that she could reach out and hold the moon in the palm of her hand, a heavy orb that held all the promises of a future as bright and hopeful as its light.

      Lilith sighed and dropped her elbows to the window frame, cupping her chin in her hands. She did not feel as if her future were bright. As of that night, her future was nothing but endless servitude and pining after the freedom her father often denied her.

      Told her it was not in her plan to embrace and thrive in agency. Her plan held only marriage and submission. A replica of the life her mother walked through with deadened eyes and a dulled soul. Because that was the path of a woman, according to the man who held all of her power in his tightly folded fist. She, a woman, did not even keep the value of the coins he grasped in his other hand. Her day had ended with another lecture from her father, his finger pointed, spittle flying, as he reminded her of her place in their family. Of her duty to marry and relieve him of the burden he did not ask for in a daughter.

      She could practically recite his monthly harangue as she failed to be matched to a suitor.

      Lilith rubbed her hands along her freckled arms as she stared at the darkened sky— her skin was still sensitive and covered in gooseflesh. Something squirmed slightly in her belly. A pulse shot through her core, bringing her out of her hopeless reverie. And with it, her dream came bounding back to her mind and her body.

      She gasped, grabbing hold of the window ledge, her nails digging into the stone.

      What had she been dreaming?

      There had been someone… a man. Loieh. Her father’s underling. His fingers had been laced through her hair, and his lips on her neck. She recalled the heat she felt build between her legs that wound around her until it released, and she was swept away with pleasure.

      Another pulse rippled through her, stronger this time, as the imagery of Loieh reminded her body of the euphoria it had felt. Her legs turned molten, and she let out a quiet moan. But Loieh and Lilith had never even offered a passing word to one another. Had they? He often seemed to hasten about, attending to his duties of managing her father’s property.

      Her body did not care how unfamiliar Loieh was with her. It demanded contact, more of what it had experienced in her dream.

      Out of the corner of her eye she noticed a gleam dancing along the ceiling. Confused about what was causing the gilded illumination, she turned from the window and gasped.

      Dense golden light sparkled on the overturned blankets that sat rumpled on her bed and trailed down the side. Her eyes followed its path across the dark stone floor and woven rug, right to her feet. She stepped back, revealing a print of her foot in gold liquid. Quickly, Lilith lifted the hem of her skirt, still following the gilded line. Her upper thighs were smeared with it. It hadn’t been sweat she felt against her skin, but a slippery golden substance that glistened as if the sun were streaming directly into her chambers, lighting it up with fractals of light.

      But her mother had always told her that magic belonged to cursed women and would be the end of her life should she ever choose it.

      Lilith’s heart quickened, battering against her ribcage. She had heard of this—of talk among the women in public places who had experienced the same thing.  She stood in the center of her room, surrounded by the evidence of a luxurious life—gold footprints staining the leather rug covering her marble floor. Her mind raced.

      What had she done for magic to come to her?

      Her heart picked up its pace, painful and erratic, and she began to find it difficult to catch her breath. She pressed her palm to her sternum. It could not be happening. She stared at the liquid gold on her skin, afraid to touch it.

      She would be damned. Condemned to an uncertain future for her corruption.

      Lilith. Be still.

      The voice was not hers— it was somehow inside and outside of her at the same time.

      You will not be damned. You have been chosen.

      Lilith groaned, pressing the heels of her palms to her eyes. She knew nothing of magic— only that it existed and that her parents denounced it. She thought back on what little information she had gleaned while they were at the market.

      “They say the city cannot hold on much longer with so few of them.”

      “Them?”

      “The Oracles. Their magic has been keeping us from crumbling into chaos.”

      “Can you imagine having it— magic? All that weight on your shoulders?”

      “Falyn’s gift a burden? Pfft. I wish I could have magic.”

      The scene hit Lilith like a bucket of cold well water. Women whispering to one another of the magic Oracles had received from a Goddess Lilith was unfamiliar with.

      She stumbled across her room as another tremor of heavy warmth wrapped itself around her core, and she clasped a hand over her mouth to keep the sound in as she filed through her knowledge. Only the sounds of crickets chirping in the hedge below her window broke the stunned silence. As soon as her knees hit the downy bulk of her mattress, she crawled onto it and curled around her body.

      Terror wrapped itself around her heart. She had not chosen magic, had not volunteered or requested it. It had found her in the dead of the night. And she would pay the consequences for it. For being a vessel to a power she did not deliberately choose.  Arousal contrasted starkly against the thread of fear— fear that the most powerful thing ever to happen to her could also be her destruction.

      Did this Goddess give her magic, knowing it would ensure her damnation?

      And would she protect those she equipped with her magic?
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        * * *

      

      A shriek and a violently slammed door pulled Lilith from the sleep she had finally been able to succumb to just before the sun rose. She had blissfully forgotten her discovery until Caia, her fifteen-year-old sister, whisper-shouted her back into stark reality.

      “Lilith, what on earth happened in here? Wh-what is… this?”

      Lilith groaned and rolled over. Her nightgown clung uncomfortably to her thighs. She looked down to see yet another gathering puddle of golden liquid on her bed. With no little annoyance, she flung herself back onto her pillow and threw an arm over her eyes.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. And what have I told you about just barging into my room in the morning?”

      She felt her bed press down near her head, gingerly and far away from the spot she was pointedly not acknowledging.

      A moment of silence passed before her sister, always too astute for her age, spoke quietly. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Lilith eyed her from the crook of her arm, her scowl hidden but present in her voice nonetheless. “What do you think it is?”

      Caia was quiet for a moment longer, shifting in her spot at the head of Lilith’s bed. She took a slow, drawn breath. “I’ve heard whispers in the marketplace. Talk of gold seeping from between their legs. They say it’s magic meant only for women.”

      Lilith groaned again. The assumption that Caia would not be aware of what the implications of this discovery would mean had just been shattered, along with her hopes of being able to keep it secret. The urgency her body thrummed with was heady and forceful. She would go mad if she did not give in, did not answer its demands… soon.

      Tears welled up in her eyes at the predicament in which she suddenly found herself. It hadn’t even been a full day, and already she felt controlled by her magic.

      Magic.

      The idea of having magic both thrilled and terrified her. Layer upon layer of the full weight of what it all meant weighed on her. She sniffed, catching Caia’s attention.

      “Does it hurt?” Concern rang in her question. Lilith lowered her arm to look at her little sister so she could see that it very much did not hurt.

      “No, Caia. It doesn’t hurt. It feels good. Too good. I don’t know what to do. Father will rage. He- he will throw me out.”

      Despair welled up within her until it spilled out in the form of tears— they streamed down the corners of her eyes, into her hair. A soft sob escaped her mouth, and she covered it to smother the sound. She watched the shadow of her window stretch toward her in mockery of the escape she knew would not be offered. Her father would rage. Her mother would stare in shock and disgust. She would be a pariah.

      A soft hand caressed her hair away from her forehead. Caia lowered her head to Lilith’s, wrapping her arms around the crown of her head. She pressed gentle, comforting kisses to Lilith’s forehead and hair.

      “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.” Her small voice was a lighthouse in the storm of Lilith’s heart. Slowly, Lilith regained control of her tears even while her chin wobbled every time she thought of what brutal punishment lay ahead of her.

      What would be the cost of her gift?
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        * * *

      

      Lilith had thought it through. Loieh was the only man she had any proximity to. He was more than eligible. She crouched with Caia in the hallway connected to their father’s business suite, planning their casual introduction to Loieh. Lilith stood slightly behind her younger sister, looking around the corner for any sign of the men. “Caia, I’m the older one. I should be the one who⁠— ”

      Caia shot her a look, as if to say, "Do you hear yourself saying this?" Lilith frowned, imagining all the ways she could look like a fool.

      “That’s what I thought,” Caia whispered. “We both know you are incapable of talking to a man without sounding like a seal begging at the edge of the sea.” Her raised brow challenged Lilith to disagree.

      Lilith scoffed and clicked her tongue in retort. Caia’s insult was both absurd and utterly true. But she could not snipe back, so she smoothed her hair down for the hundredth time. It fell in soft waves down her back from the plait she had kept it in, and it tickled her skin, sending a wave of gooseflesh along her arms. Talking to Loieh had never been an option, let alone a desire. Now, it was all she could think about.

      Her dream flashed in her mind once more. Lilith had not told Caia about the details of what she imagined Loieh doing to her. She had only mentioned in passing that she suspected there must be some way he might help take the edge off of her… need. And Caia had agreed to help, regardless of the questions she had brimming.

      Caia turned and peered back around the edge of the hall where they stood in wait, behind a large potted plant that concealed them and provided ample opportunity to eavesdrop. Loieh was meeting with their father and would soon emerge from his office.

      “You do this a lot, don’t you?” Lilith chided in a harsh whisper. “You have a natural ability to break every rule.”

      Caia flapped her hand behind her. Dismissing and hushing her older sister.

      Lilith had argued with Caia for days about the plan to involve Loieh. It was too risky. He would feel compelled to report back to their Father either about her proposition of him, or he would learn of her magic and use it to leverage his way to success. But the longer Lilith did not answer the demands of her magic, the more desperate it became. She walked around during the day, mindless. Unable to focus on anything except the feeling of release that quieted her magic within her.

      Lilith had never lain with a man before. Her untainted status was something that would be valued greatly by her husband, as she was often reminded of by her mother. It was a bargaining tool for a larger dowry.

      The legal sale of her body.

      Caia was finally able to convince Lilith of her plan to include Loieh when she pointed out that control of her own body would be hers—owning the power of the when and where of her first bedding became irresistible. The lust for control mirrored the carnal lust building in her body. Both unrelenting and commanding of her attention.

      A way to thwart her father and undermine his regulation of her entire existence.

      The sound of an open door echoed through the hall– their father’s voice, Loieh’s answering in turn, echoed toward them.  Lilith craned her neck to watch their interaction. Loieh bent slightly, bringing himself closer to their father’s height to examine the scroll he held open. The lamp light illuminated Loieh’s ink-dark hair– a more favorable picture than the way it bounced off her father’s exposed scalp beneath his ever-thinning gray strands.

      “There must be a way to recoup the losses. Perhaps if we sell off some of the land that isn’t yielding.”

      Loieh’s arm bulged as he rubbed the back of his neck, in thought. And another pulse of magic ricocheted through Lilith. “The new fertilizer we invested in brought some improvement. But the seed…”

      “Loieh, as my property manager, the failure of my crops will land solely on your shoulders. I doubt there will be much work for you should my business fail.”

      Caia scoffed quietly beside Lilith and whispered, “Gods forbid father put in any effort toward his own success.”

      Lilith prodded Caia in warning.

      “I will speak with my source and see if he has some insight as to why the seed has not taken,” Loieh said, his voice held an edge to it that Lilith felt in her gut.

      “Report back to me when you have an answer. This must be reconciled soon. I’ll not have my work undone, and my reputation sullied because of a simple problem with crops.” Without waiting for a response, their father turned back toward his office and shut the door.

      Loieh walked slowly down the hallway, deep in thought, brows pulled close together, a frown pulling the corners of his mouth down.

      Alarm overtook Lilith, and she slapped Caia’s shoulder, mouthing incomprehensible words, trying to communicate her need to retreat. Caia glared at her but relented as they backed away. Loieh was getting closer with each step. Lilith could hear his sandals as he approached them. In a fluster, she turned to find another hiding spot and tripped over the curled edge of the rug that spanned the floor.

      In slow motion, Lilith grabbed for Caia, but missed and toppled forward. She landed with a loud thud on her back at the feet of Loieh, hitting her head sharply on the stone and letting out a small whimper. Humiliation smarted more than the pain.

      From her perspective on the floor, Lilith had a clear view of her little sister behind Loieh. Her entire face, from brow to chin, was scarlet— the color of every ounce of effort it took her to hold in her riotous laughter. She pressed both palms against her mouth, and the tips of her fingers blanched white, delighted by the situation in which Lilith now found herself, sprawled before the man she meant to seduce.

      Caia would never let Lilith forget this.

      Loieh nearly tripped over himself, trying to avoid stepping on Lilith. Kneeling next to her, his dark hair fell across his forehead. Lilith half-wondered why she hadn’t been chosen to have lashes as dark and full as his.

      “Are you okay? Gods, that was a spectacular fall.” Concern flashed across his features, despite the slight shake in his voice. He was fighting not to laugh.

      Caia turned and sprinted away, cackles barely contained. Lilith swore to whichever Goddess had given her magic that her abandonment would not go unpunished. She let out a groan as Loieh slid his arm behind her shoulders and helped her sit up. His arm was strong, steady, and warm. The scent of him— sunbaked earth—  washed over Lilith in her semi-delirious state.

      “Slowly, slowly. I’ve got you,” he said as they rose to stand.

      Lilith nodded, fighting both shame and desire. “My spectacular fall will likely result in a spectacular headache, later on.”

      Loieh tssked and pulled her closer to himself, bracing her weight against his side. “I’ll have a servant burn that rug.” He flashed a wry smile, undoing his frown, as he steered her toward a chair at the end of the hallway.

      She laughed at his joke in appreciation, but hesitated, shooting a glance at her father’s office opposite where Loieh intended for her to rest. Well within view of their interaction.

      “Um, actually, I think I’ll be okay. I’ll just–” she began before she was stopped by a gentle touch from Loieh on the back of her head.

      His fingers prodded gently as he assessed where she had struck the floor. “My mother is a healer,” he offered, his voice had turned slightly gruff. He drew close enough for her to rest her hands on his toned chest, had her body cooperated with her desire.

      Every retort she had prepared stilled when he laced his fingers through her hair, gently massaging as he searched for a bump. “Oh,” was the only word she offered as she watched his face–  features still slightly softened with lingering youth. A light shade of unshaved beard contoured his jaw. She let out a short sigh, warmth spreading from where he touched her.

      “Does this hurt?” He asked. His hand was still in her hair, assessment completely forgotten as his gaze rested on her lips.

      “Does what hurt?” She breathed, closing her eyes, entranced by his touch. Her magic purred with relentless, dogged intention. She felt it reach out toward him– a thread of irresistible invitation.

      Loieh laughed softly. “I think you’re far too hurt to stand here any longer. Do you want to–”

      “Yes, please,” she said.

      “You don’t know what I was going to offer.” His fingers slid down to her neck, still gently rubbing small circles.

      “You were going to invite me to your chambers,” she opened her eyes, meeting his, finally resting her hands where they yearned to be. “And I’m saying yes. I very much want to.”
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        * * *

      

      Caia squealed loud enough for Lilith to press her hand to her sister’s mouth, shushing her. They sat in Lilith’s bed, the night well advanced to darkness

      “You’re going to get us into trouble,” she hissed and then yelped as Caia nipped at her fingers.

      “You are too afraid of that man,” Caia snapped. “And all he does is try to grind you into nothing.”

      Lilith sighed. They were going down a road they had traversed many times as Caia grew in her independence and sense of self. Her fiery spirit could barely be wrangled, and Lilith both admired and feared for her little sister in a multitude of ways.

      “Tell me what it was like,” Caia squealed again, changing the subject.

      “I will not tell you what it was like. You’re too young,” Lilith attempted to put on an air of maturity and motherliness. “And besides, I don’t need to work my… magic… up again.”

      “Ew, Lilith. I wasn’t asking for the dirty details. I just wanted to know-” she sighed dramatically, pressing her hands to her heart- “like, what was it like?”

      Lilith couldn’t help but smile, and she knew she was turning her usual shade of scarlet– her freckles contrasted brightly against the change in her skin tone. “It was… very, very good, Caia.”

      Caia cackled and fell hopelessly into Lilith’s bed cloths. “I knew it. Gods, I can’t wait until it’s my turn.”

      “Caia!” Lilith hissed. “You’re only fifteen!”

      “And?” Caia asked, pointedly. “Not all of us are puritan like you, Lilith.”

      “I’m not a puritan!”

      “Not anymore, you aren’t.” Caia tackled her sister.

      They wrestled, shrieking and giggling until they both fell back exhausted from their sisterly tussle. Lilith couldn’t help but grin at how suddenly her fear had transformed into desire. She stared up at her ceiling, the ornate tiles spanning her room, and let herself imagine her not-too-distant future and revel in how much brighter it felt compared to the day before.

      Caia propped herself up on one elbow to look at her sister, one brow raised in question and challenge. “So, are you going to meet with him again?”
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        * * *

      

      Loieh’s hands slid down Lilith’s waist and over her hips as he peppered hot and hungry kisses along her collarbone. She stretched her neck, giving him permission to kiss her further. His thumbs pressed gently into the sensitive crook below her hip bones and she sucked in a sharp breath of pleasure.

      He was toying with her, drawing out the moment with agonizing anticipation.

      

      “Loieh,” she groaned, willing his hands to move lower. He smiled into the hollow at her collarbone and bit down gently. “We don’t have much time.”

      “That’s why I’m making every moment count.” His mouth found hers, his tongue skimmed along the seam of her mouth and she opened to let him in, their lips clashing and consuming one another.

      For the past six months, the thrill of Loieh relentlessly drove her to seek him out, seducing him in the hidden places around her father’s property. She was insatiable, often times pushing the boundaries of time and place. Her magic thrummed with demand, a deep vibration that did not deplete until she  gave in.

      Beneath the shade, behind the stable of her Father’s best horse, they had met with only one purpose. Their breaths synchronized along with their desires and she backed into the empty stable, pulling him along with her by the hem of his loosely fit trousers, his hands still heavy on her. Breaking from their kiss, she made eye contact, allowing him to see the lust in her eyes, the need she had for him and his body.

      Dropping from his gaze, she took in his bronzed skin and ran her hands beneath his  thick linen vest, over his warm, bare skin, bringing his garment over his shoulders and dropping it to the clean straw that covered the ground. Loieh was the color of clay after a rainstorm– warm and rich and golden in hue.

      Gooseflesh rippled in the wake of her exploring hands– his muscles contracting and relaxing in response to her nails, lightly scratching. She hummed in appreciation and ran a single fingernail over one nipple, smiling as he took his turn, hissing in pleasure.

      Lilith lived for these stolen moments. For this summer-baked thrill. For the weight of his body on and in hers. These were the rare moments of bliss she allowed herself.

      Resuming their pursuit of carnal gratification, she pulled him close to herself, feeling his hardness pressing into her body. He groaned and slid the shoulders of her dress down her arms, exposing her breasts. Not pausing to admire the view, he lowered his mouth and gently took her nipple into it. She moved without thinking, bringing one leg up and wrapped it around his backside, grinding into the firm length beneath his clothing. Her fingers threaded through his dark hair, and she felt each flash of heat shoot down into her core with every lap of his tongue against her sensitive flesh.

      Abandoning further preamble, she grabbed at her skirts and pulled them above her hips, using the stable wall to prop herself up. The movement, hurried and desperate. Chuckling at her obvious disdain for patience, he followed suit with his own garments. And for a moment, for a split second, they paused, facing one another. Acknowledging their mutual need for union before joining their bodies.

      With her leg still wrapped around him, he buried himself within her and they moved together, finding their practiced rhythm, sharing huffed breaths and lingering kisses.

      Magic pooled in her core, building with intensity and yearning. And as Loieh moved in her, she crested the wave of pleasure, reveling in both the release that her body gave into and also the fullness of her magic. It sang in her blood, hummed in her breasts, and tingled in her lips. And as she unraveled in his arms, she felt the magic pour from her in delicious wave after delicious wave, as if the Goddess herself— whoever she was— wove the tapestry of her pleasure together and then unspun it through her. Lines were drawn, connecting the pinpoints of light in her soul, creating constellations. Directions she would follow to find herself.

      That moment was what she had so desperately needed– that connection beyond her everyday obligations. She needed to forget the drudgery, the pointless labor of being a woman. It was in Loieh’s arms that she found her escape and her release.

      And it was in her arms that Loieh found his prosperity.
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        * * *

      

      One could hardly call Lilith’s father an astute businessman. His name was not on the lips of the powerful and illustrious. Knowing this, he focused his attention upon his societal position within the circle of men whose affluence he so envied. He schemed ways to remain within good favor whether that be by manipulation or betrayal. It was his desperation that kept his blade of ambition sharpened to a lethal degree. Nothing would deprive him of what he thought he deserved in life. Not even his children.

      Because of his thirst for influence, he regularly took inventory of the resources at his disposal– person or possession– assessing their potential to bring him increase and prestige.

      Loieh, it seemed, had an ability to sow and reap more than just fields of grain. Soon after their trysts started, Loieh began to report a larger harvest or healthier crop than the previous year or he would overhear a business opportunity in the marketplace. And Lilith began to suspect that it was not simply fortuitous timing and perfected skill.

      It was none of those things because it was magic.

      Her magic.

      But Lilith’s father did not suspect that her magic kept their household afloat through Loieh; he convinced himself that his aptitude for business- despite its obvious meagerness– could be the only reason for his success.

      Until the day that Loieh came home with news that he had received an offer from an elite leader in Tagore and could not turn it down. It made no sense to her father. Loieh was no more educated than young men his age and his experience in business was easily outdone by half the population of their city. Nevertheless, when he broke his news to Lilith, he had no inclination that it might be through her he stumbled upon his achievement.

      He had not noticed the light dancing between her thighs, when they pulled their bodies apart from one another.

      And from then onward, their harvests were ordinary and average at best. Her father drove himself mad, trying to sort out the difference in seed, in feed, and in season. But he did not see the obvious difference– although why would he?

      According to her father, women did not hold potential.

      Magic was not theirs to claim.
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      Caia scoffed loudly and laughed at the image Lilith shared of their father frantically pouring through every document he could find in his study for an answer that would not be printed on a scroll. They sat in her bed, sharing a midnight snack of dried figs and honey and Lilith shushed her out of fear that he would hear them, her fingertips lightly covering Caia’s mouth.

      She batted it away. “Lilith, you’re sticky. And do you think he actually cares at all what we talk about? No. Don’t be so yielding.”

      “I am not yielding, Caia,” Lilith said. Falling short of any clever retort, sucking the honey off her fingertips. Its taste mingled with the fig it had been touching and Lilith sighed.

      “You are too.” She smiled and pinched Lilith’s arm. At fifteen years old, Caia was by far the boldest woman her sister had ever known. She spoke her mind, knowing full well the consequences she potentially faced. Lilith had sneaked countless meals to her through locked doors throughout the years. She was so beautiful, hazel eyes framed by a thousand freckles— the only feature they shared. Her wild, curly hair, messy as always. She attempted to comb through it with her fingers, laughing at their inside jokes of “birds nests” and “blackberry brambles.”

      And Lilith wanted to be just like her.

      “Eww.” Caia shrieked, laughing, batting away her hand. Yet, her mischievous smile faded as she looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry you’ve lost your Loieh. I know how much of a reprieve you found in him.”

      Lilith sighed again, knowing Caia was pointing out a truth she pretended was a falsity. She was too clever, too keen, and there was nothing that did not go unnoticed by her. “You are my reprieve, Caia,” she whispered. The honey pooled on and around their still plated figs. “Loieh was just… a distraction.”

      It was a half-truth and they both knew that. Lilith had formed a connection but the question of whether or not her magic had ruined any potential for them stayed in the back of her mind whenever she thought of his new employment.

      Caia shrugged and lifted her eyebrows in mock acceptance but quickly became serious. “Father will not settle until he learns of the reason for his sudden lack of favor. And once he discovers your magic–”

      “I know.” Lilith cut her off because she could not bear to hear what they both knew she would say next. “He is a distrustful man. But I will find a way to keep my magic hidden– to stay with you.”

      In his pursuit of recognition, father had become a devoutly religious man, applying daily sacraments and holy laws to their household. A primary law– besides the women’s unconditional submission to men– was the rule of magic.

      “It is against God’s holy order for women to hold any advantage over men. Magic in women is an abomination and will be treated as such,” he had ranted to Lilith, Caia, and their mother after seeing an Oracle in the marketplace. She had casually wound her way through the people, some yielded to her, some ignored her completely. Her sapphire blue cloak concealed her face, despite the attention it called to her. It seemed to set her apart from every other soul in the marketplace. Lilith had watched her with keen interest. Seeing the Oracle make her way among the booths of dried meats and hanging spices, she was entranced by her presence and watched her every move. Lilith’s father had noticed her fascination with disapproval and though she had successfully kept her magic a secret, the truth of what consequences lay before her should he find out had, in that moment, become a legitimate threat to her.

      Caia, of course, disagreed with a fiery passion and Lilith often wondered which Goddess had seen fit to bestow her magic upon her rather than her sister. And why?

      Lilith took a deep breath, attempting to settle the tremor that had grown in her hands at the memory. “No one suspects it, Caia. I will be careful.”

      In the end, it seemed that no effort to hide the truth was sufficient when her father had it in his mind to find the reason behind his lagging influence. Incredulous over the lack of documented evidence, he had approached Loieh to learn of his new position and in the process also learned of their frequent coupling.

      Where he lacked in business, he more than made up with his shrewdness and determination to not be outplayed.
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      Lilith remembered the night her baby sister was born into the world, her face the color of a ripe summer berry, fists curled, legs flexed as if she wanted nothing more than to take off sprinting from their mother’s womb. The moon lent its light through the open window, illuminating sweat and tears alike. An alarming sound blasted from rosebud lips in similarity to the roar from Lilith’s mother as she pushed the baby from her body. It had startled Lilith and she crouched behind the large plant in her mother’s chambers, watching the scene unfold. Watching her mother unfold and propel her second daughter into the world.

      She recalled the utter disappointment that washed over her mother as the midwife announced the baby’s lack of protrusion from between her legs. “You have a beautiful baby girl, milady.”

      Her mother turned her face from the wailing infant being held to her breast.

      Blood began to seep from her mother and Lilith thought it carried with it her hope of ever claiming to give her husband an heir of which he could be proud. The blood continued despite efforts made to keep it inside her mother. A crimson wave of despair. It pooled and spilled over the edge of the bed onto the floor. The midwives worked to staunch the flow, feeding her mother herbs and grasping her belly between strong hands.

      As the midwives tended to her mother, Lilith crept across the room to the bed, avoiding flecks of blood that had splattered the sheets, and looked down at the wet, curled form. The baby lay peacefully, watching the shadows dance on the walls, as if unsure whether or not she had been born. Lilith watched her with interest that bloomed into deep affection, no longer aware of the frenzy of action in the room.

      They worked quickly and efficiently, their skill eventually outperforming the threat of death. The midwife’s grim expression betrayed her concern over her mother’s blood loss and even at Lilith’s inexperienced age of almost-ten, she knew her mother would not successfully bear another child after this one. Already, it had taken her too long to conceive this pregnancy.

      With carefully chosen words, the midwife encouraged her mother to open her arms and receive the child, to bare her breast and offer sustenance. Her mother relented as the midwife softly pointed to the beautiful parts of her new daughter.

      “Look, milady. Her dark hair. How perfect her lips are. Oh! She already has a strong hunger for your milk.”

      Lilith thanked the gods for the midwife’s presence. She would not have been surprised if her mother took it upon herself to undo the grave error of bearing yet another girl. Lilith turned her attention back toward her sister. Her hair truly was dark– darker than Lilith’s– and already curled in delicate arches. She opened and closed her mouth, twisting her head this way and that in response to the midwife’s hooked finger gently brushing against her cheek.

      “Mother,” Lilith spoke with authority beyond her right. “Feed her.”

      Lilith’s mother rolled her head to look at her eldest daughter, sweat still clung to her brow and a smear of blood against her temple contrasted to the pallor of her skin. Looking back at the baby, her mother pulled down the damp cloth that clung to her and directed her darkened nipple into her wide, open mouth. With fervor, Lilith watched her sister nurse and pride bloomed in her heart at her feisty spirit.

      Lilith extended a single finger toward her fist. The baby grabbed ahold of it and held it tightly even as she fed.

      “What will you call her?” A question from the midwife’s assistant.

      “Mara.”

      A gasp, a click of the tongue, but no arguing with the wife of a man who valued males.

      Mara, Lilith scoffed. Sea of bitterness.

      She narrowed her eyes in her mother’s direction, hoping her disdain at the choice of name would be clear enough, but her mother only laid her head against the pillow, staring into nothing.

      “I will call her Caia,” Lilith announced. Again with that authority and determination to protect.

      Her Caia. Her joy.

      From Caia’s birth, Lilith attended her as needed, carrying the restless baby to her mother to nurse and rocked her to sleep afterward when their mother would turn away and choose sleep; she changed soiled clothes and bathed her small body in water she had heated from the kitchen fires. It was Lilith who witnessed Caia’s first steps, taught her her first words. By the time she was of age to receive a tutor, she had taught the young girl most of her letters.

      Caia and Lilith’s mother had made herself available for nourishment as a suckling, but beyond that, she had no interest in taking care of Caia. She had not had interest in taking care of Lilith, either, but she was old enough to be self-sufficient by the time she took over her mother’s responsibilities as a guardian.

      Their father had visited occasionally for the first year, but a daughter was not a project with much potential and he soon stopped offering his attention to them altogether.

      The two sisters had spent hours upon hours exploring the grounds of their luxurious family home. Lilith taught Caia the names of birds that flitted to and from fruit trees and which yield was safe to eat. She showed her how to craft long stalks of flowers into wedding processions, choosing only the most open and vibrant blooms to represent the bride– collapsing in fits of laughter when Caia would stomp through their detailed formation, small fists raised in the air, miming monstrous play.

      And as the long days turned into short years. Caia and Lilith became inseparable. Lilith needed Caia and Caia needed Lilith. Their bond was forged in the fires of abandonment and neglect. Their world was not perfect, but it didn’t need to be as long as they were together.
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        From the writings of Mithra, Prime Hag,

        of the temple Katafiyo

      

      

      

      With deep joy, Jarrah and Avaä dwelt among the men and women whom they created, teaching them how to coax yield from the earth and how to live in harmony with animals. Humans and animals coexisted in sacrifice and abundance for the survival of the other. The Goddesses shared their wisdom to be passed down to every generation, so that all would know they began in love.

      To celebrate and reward the humans that Jarrah and Avaä loved so much, they gifted them with magic, with the ability to manipulate their efforts for their good— to bring wholeness to waning health, to produce vigorous offspring, to weave together community and treaties that advanced the success and prosperity of all.

      To manipulate fate.
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      It had been a particularly pleasant evening when their father stormed into the kitchen. Lilith stood, rinsing the vegetables in a bowl of clean water— gently pulling insects and small caterpillars from between the leafy greens— while Caia cut and prepared the choice meat, rubbing spices into its surface.

      The kitchen was filled with aromas from the spices simmering over the open fire. Lard popped and sizzled as Caia carefully added meat to the iron pan, jumping back to avoid being burnt. Lilith’s mouth watered and she sliced a variety of vegetables. The atmosphere was relaxed, almost enjoyable, with their mother. They did not often find themselves together in close quarters except for the odd evening she found herself with them, laughing, wine in hand. The heaviness that rounded her shoulders always seemed to abate during these evenings, a slight glimmer in her eyes restored.

      Startled at the sound of the crashing front door, their mother rose from her seat where she had been kneading dough to be fired, her hands coated with golden oil. “What has happened–”

      Lilith shrank from the telltale expression etched into her father’s face– the way he tightly pursed his lips, wrath flashing in his eyes, his body tense with quick and heavy breaths.

      “Quiet, woman.” Their father seethed and turned his attention upon Lilith. “What have I told you about magic?”

      She quickly looked over to Caia, her mouth agape with words both trapped and eager to spill forth. The blood drained from Caia’s face and fear shone brightly in her eyes as she watched him stalk toward Lilith. Their mother, too, watched, silent and obedient– no hint of what she could be feeling on the inside– her face in a trained neutral expression.

      “I–” From the corner of her eye, she saw Caia shake her head. A movement so subtle only she could have interpreted her message.

      Do not tell him.

      Lilith’s mind raced and anxiety felt like lightning through her limbs. The answer she provided could either bring swift punishment or delay the inevitable for an unknown amount of time, likely not much. She could fight. Caia would surely fight. But what benefit would it bring her? She knew she would be punished either way for something she had no control over.

      “It is an abomination,” she softly quoted his words. Her eyes dropped to the vegetables on the table, her hands upturned in submission.

      “Then do me the favor of sharing the reason you have chosen the path of abomination.”

      “I-I… don’t know what you mean, Father. I would never go against–”she was cut off as he stepped around the table, his open palm making sharp and sudden contact with her cheek. Her head snapped to the side at the impact. Caia screamed. Stinging pain and humiliation burned beneath Lilith’s fingers.

      “You are a liar and a traitor.” He spat, aiming his finger within inches of her face. His spittle landed on her cheeks but she dared not wipe it away.

      “Where is your proof?” Caia’s defiance was untapped. The smell of cooking meat wafted from the pan.

      Vengeful eyes stayed trained on Lilith. “It was Loieh, wasn’t it? Your… witchcraft cost me. He was the key to my success and you took him away from me.”

      Caia raged at their father. “Do you think she has any control over whether or not magic chooses her?”

      He ignored her entirely, his wrath aimed only for Lilith. Tears stung her eyes and her chin quivered; she bit her bottom lip, using the pain to distract herself from the turmoil boiling in her.

      “You will find a way to rid yourself of this foul offense to me or I will find a way to do it.”

      A sob threatened to escape her throat. Desperation welled up through the churning of her gut. “Y-yes, of course, father. I would do anything to please you. Please, believe me, I would cast it from me if I only knew how.”

      Caia would not have it. She stepped closer to the two of them, abandoning their meal. “You are an idiot.” Still, he ignored her.

      “I thought you might make excuses. You women always seem to try to evade your consequences by preying upon my mercy. So I have decided to find a solution for you.” He crossed his arms, condescending to her with a smirk that frightened her far worse than his by rage so evident on his face only moments ago.

      A dark and ominous silence fell. Only the sounds of their crackling fire and her own heartbeat filled her ears.

      “Wh-what do you mean?” A cold dread filled Lilith’s blood, rushing through her mind blurring her thoughts, through her limbs chilling them to the bone.

      He turned toward Caia then and she drew closer to Lilith, taking her hand. “Mara, make sure you spend every moment you have at your disposal with your beloved sister. She is to be given as wife to an associate who is devoutly religious. He has promised me he will be able to rid her of her magic.”

      Lilith went numb. Her mind refused to accept the information she had just been served. It didn’t make sense– of course she wouldn’t marry. What would happen to Caia?

      “NO,” Caia screamed as the sob she had held back broke through, rushing out of her in a near-wail. The sound echoed in their small kitchen.

      Their mother gasped. Lilith had all but forgotten she was in the room with them. She turned to her, frantically hoping she would step in, defend her, talk some sense into the man who had just bargained away her future.

      “Mother. P-please.” Her words came out choked and thick with the loss she faced. Her mother looked from Lilith to her father, fingers perched on her bottom lip in apprehension. He leveled his eyes in her direction, staring at her below his furrowed brow, and Lilith watched as any thread of defiance unraveled beneath his glare. She dropped her eyes to the floor.

      “If you think that is what is best, husband. I will prepare her.”

      Caia’s hand shook in Lilith’s, but her voice was firm and strong as she tilted her chin upward and demanded, “To whom and when?”

      This, at least, her father deigned to answer. “Three days.”

      Lilith’s knees gave out then and she crumpled to the floor. She would beg. She would wipe his dirt-crusted feet and beg for leniency. The scent of manure and old ale drifted from the floor to her, but she groveled nonetheless.

      “Father, please. I beg you. I will be good. I will submit and do what you ask only do not send me away… I will be good.” She crawled toward him, hand outstretched toward his sandal in supplication.

      He stepped slowly backward, barely beyond her reach. The sound of his sandal scraping across the ground reverberated in her soul. Caia knelt beside Lilith, her arms about her shoulders. They clung to each other, shaking with sorrow. Their mother remained rooted in her spot— still and quiet. An example of perfect submission.

      The smell of burned meat filled Lilith’s nose, sharp and metallic. They would need to remove it from the fire before it began smoking, but her body wouldn’t move. Her mind would not command action.

      “You will have the privilege of meeting your betrothed on your wedding night.”

      With those words further shattering any semblance of hope Lilith held onto, her father stalked out of the room toward his study, not once looking back at the women left in his wake of destruction.
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      Silence consumed the kitchen. Lilith remained on the floor, eyes still fixed on the space where her father had stood. He had obliterated her world with a few words and shock still swept over her in waves.

      Caia clung to her, her body shaking with sorrow. Dazed, Lilith sat up and wrapped her arms around her sister’s shoulders. A numb feeling had begun to consume her, coating her mind, her emotions, and her ability to reason. She stared at the floor, uncomprehending of what had just occurred.

      Her father knew she would be unable to simply remove magic from herself. It would be akin to changing her eye color or her sex. She was a woman and magic. Magic and woman were what she was. Intrinsically intertwined from destiny, from design, and nothing she could ever do would undo that.

      But he knew that, didn’t he? He may have been merciless, but he was not stupid. Which meant… her magic was simply the most convenient excuse for this arranged marriage. A way to rid him of one responsibility. Possibly some ambitious business maneuver.

      Movement from Caia interrupted her thoughts.“Maybe…” she gulped and took a deep breath. “Maybe we can find a way out of this, Lilith. Surely, he’s just caught up in his anger and–”

      “No.” Their mother’s voice sounded from behind them. It held no note of sorrow, no anguish, only the flat soulless tone of submission. “You will marry this man and do as your father says.”

      Caia snapped at her. “How can you honestly sit there and tell Lilith she must marry a man she has never met?”

      “This is the way of women. This is our duty. To serve men.” She tipped her head back, emptying her cup of wine in one long swallow. Lilith wondered how she could be so resigned, watching her daughters fight against a tyrant, lending no strength.

      Lilith’s mind continued to reel, numbness spreading to her heart. She barely heard the back-and-forth between her mother and sister. All she could do was imagine the ways her magic might be used against her. She traced the lines in their marble flooring. Cracks in her heart. Escape routes.

      “I refuse to accept that lie.” Caia spat, looking back to Lilith. She gently placed her hands on her heated and tear-streaked cheeks, drawing her gaze from the floor to meet her eyes.

      “We will find a solution, Lilith. You will not sacrifice your magic.”

      “You are risking greater levels of his wrath.” Their mother warned. “He will not take it lightly, your subterfuge.”

      “It will be worth it,” Lilith said, eyes not moving from Caia’s. She nodded in agreement. Her voice trembled with fear, but Caia’s fierce resolve and defense of her would be an ember. If only for Caia’s sake, Lilith would find a way to combat every attempt her father made to punish her for who she was.
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      In the murky morning light on the eve of her wedding,  Lilith found Caia slumbering next to her, atop her blankets, pressed up against Lilith’s side, absorbing her warmth. Peace softened the deep crease between her brows, which had been ever-present recently, and she breathed in a steady, comforting rhythm. She shifted her weight gently, draping one arm about Caia’s shoulders, and held her. She could count on one hand the number of times her little sister had crawled under her covers, and most of them were from her earliest years. Storms, father raging, nightmares. Those were the only reasons Caia had ever sought her company and safety in her arms, and this week had been a consolidation of all three. They had spent long hours of the day and into the night, plotting various ways Lilith could escape.

      Or revolt. Or hide.

      For two days, Caia and Lilith had dredged the depths of their imaginations in a futile effort to concoct a plan that would eliminate from her life the requirement for marriage. It was to no avail. No family members would lend them their assistance, and being an unwed twenty-four-year-old woman gave her virtually no pull with anyone, no reason to risk the wrath of her father by housing her. She could not work without his permission. She could not appeal to his church for what were, in fact, painfully unjust reasons. Every turn, every query, every attempted bargain was met with closed doors. They were at a loss.

      With a sharp gasp, Caia sat upright. Lilith yelped at the sudden movement, her hand going to her chest to still her thundering heart– her nerves were frayed and raw with anxiety. The blankets twisted around Caia’s legs, and she worked in a frantic rush to undo them- evidence of nightmares that had plagued what little sleep she had managed to accrue in the night.

      “What? What is it?” Lilith sputtered.

      Caia stared straight ahead, muttering to herself. Her hair twisted around her head in a nest of tangled curls. “Yes. Yes, I think it could work. Why did we not think of it before?”

      “Caia, what is it?” Lilith’s question was pitched and anxiety-ridden. She leaned forward, craning her head to see if Caia was talking in her sleep again.

      Caia turned toward her, a glint of mischievousness in her eye, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, both eyebrows lifted in triumph.

      “I think I have the perfect answer.”
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      Magic was more or less accepted among the majority of Tagore’s society. To them, it was not only natural but necessary. With it, their crops were fruitful, their city was prosperous, and their families thrived with health and bounty. Oracles were the vessels through which the Goddesses provided for them.

      But Lilith knew little about Oracles or their capacity for magic. As the head of their household, their father had forbidden magic. Along with the devout men of the city, women were denied any advantage over men. The knowledge of magic was kept from them. To keep them holy and untainted, the men explained.

      The irony was not lost on Lilith– that her father and the men who upheld the same mindset had to stoop to scheming and cheating their way to the top rather than include Oracles and magic in their pursuit of success. For them, the only alternative was a world in which men gave up their power to women, and that was not a reality they had any interest in building. Often, and especially after learning about magic, Lilith would scoff at men who could not see that including women—magical women—in their plans was the answer to health and prosperity. The solution lay before them, and yet their pride had such a grip on them that they were blind to it.

      Caia adjusted the hem of her favorite wrap, which she wore whenever they left the house. It was the color of sun-bleached stone and flowed down to the ground. Beneath it, she wore the customary fashion: a simple linen dress that capped one shoulder and wrapped under the other. Lilith donned a similar outfit in a moss color that contrasted with her auburn hair and light eyes.

      “Lilith, I see one,” Caia squealed in Lilith’s ear. She turned to find a gemstone blue robe meandering through the crowd— its hood pulled up, concealing the Oracle’s identity. Her heart leaped to her throat as Caia grabbed her hand and steered her in the direction of the Oracle.

      They trailed her for a little bit, watching her stop here and there to inquire about wares or purchase bits of food, herbs, and cloth. Always staying close enough to keep her within eyesight, but not too close to raise suspicion. Eventually, the Oracle rounded a corner, and they lost sight of her.

      “Quickly.” Lilith let out a high-pitched whisper, panicking at the thought of losing the chance to speak to her. Lifting her skirts, she pushed through the crowd, shoulders bumping and hurried apologies spilling from her lips.

      Caia and Lilith rounded the corner and skidded to a halt as the Oracle stood there, turned to face them, hands clasped calmly at her waist. “Ah. I see that I was right in feeling watched and… followed.”

      She lifted her dark hands to her hood and brought it back, exposing her ebony skin, its cool undertone blending with the shadows. Her eyes, wisened with age and experience, sat above broad cheekbones, and long, pure white hair cascaded in perfect coils far below her shoulders —the silvery texture made all the more extraordinary in contrast to the blue she wore. Her eyes, barely a shade lighter than her skin, did not stray from them; she waited while they caught their breath, in no hurry to pull from them a reason for their pursuit.

      “Oracle, I–” Lilith could not find the words. What would she say?

      Please, save me. It was not the Oracle’s responsibility to save her.

      I have magic. What if it took more than just having magic?

      I was watching you. Too threatening.

      “Oracle.” Caia’s confidence was not to be outdone. But Lilith did sense some slight desperation in her voice. Mithra’s gaze slid calmly from her to Caia, yet she somehow felt as if she still watched her. “My name is Caia, and this is my sister, Lilith. We’ve come to you, hoping your goodness will be able to change fate.”

      Gods, that was good.

      “And how exactly do you think I can change fate?”

      Caia squared her shoulders, ready to answer, but Lilith spoke first, “I have been gifted with magic, and my father has determined that it will be rooted out of me through a forced marriage.” The words rushed out of her, but she did not attempt to pace herself or position her argument for the purposes of convincing this Oracle to see her. It felt as if she had the choice between saying everything and risking nothing, or saying nothing and risking everything.

      The Oracle did not immediately respond but stared at her with something like curiosity in her expression. Her eyebrow slightly lowered, and the corner of her mouth turned inward as she considered her words. The sounds of the marketplace— arguing merchants, rowdy children, raucous laughter— drifted to them in the darkness of the backstreets. Lilith felt an odd sense of her world dividing in that moment, from comfort and predictability to the wholly unknown.

      “My name is Mithra. I am not an Oracle, but rather the keeper of the Oracles. I am the Prime Hag of our temple, Katafiyo, and I welcome the opportunity to change your fate, Lilith.”

      A sob broke through her lips, and she sagged against Caia in relief, a thousand burdens lifting from her heart.

      Caia pressed further. “Does that mean she can stay with you at the Temple?”

      Mithra assessed her with keen eyes. “Katafiyo serves as both a refuge and a sanctuary, a place where you will be broken and reshaped, bit by bit, until you emerge as something new, bound together by the intricate threads of truth, love, and purpose. Being an Oracle transcends the mere act of wielding magic; it is about illuminating the path for those lost in the dark.

      She stepped closer to Lilith, her eyes blazing with challenge. “Is that something you are prepared for?”

      Lilith stood in awe at the words the Prime Hag spoke not only to her but over her. Her magic stirred in her belly, gently prodded to awareness, a beast with one eye awake and listening. It stilled, eyes on their conspiratorial trio meeting in the shadows, waiting for her response.

      “I–” She swallowed, knowing that if she agreed to this, she would be venturing down a path with no room for retreat. “Yes, I think–”

      Lilith glanced in her sister’s direction, desperately trying to read her
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