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Dedication

To all the abandoned cattos who keep claiming sanctuary in my house with neither advance warning nor permission: you are all freeloading, garden-destroying, chaos-inducing little buggers, and you will always have a home here.
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Chapter One

Arjun at the Skeleton Coast

[image: image]

I WAS GETTING REAL DAMN tired of sand in my mouth again.

I lifted myself up on bruised elbows and spat out a gob of grit, the familiar scrape of dust and wind swirling around me. The sun beat down relentlessly on us, the heat familiar and unforgiving. I’d grown too accustomed to clouds and the temperate weather in the weeks we’d traveled west, and now the light reflecting off the dunes was blinding even to me, a stark reminder that I’d been gone far longer than I expected to be. I staggered to my feet, looked around.

The first thing I noticed was that we were back on the Skeleton Coast. Great.

The second thing I noticed was that the portal we’d scrambled out of was still hovering in the air behind us, dark and angry against the otherwise bright sky. The creatures that made their homes in the depths of the Great Abyss were crawling toward us; still snarling, still roaring, still clamoring for blood. Behind them loomed the black, horrifying mass that was the corrupted form of the goddess Inanna. There was a sharpness to the shadow’s edges, like the darkness was fabricated from the same things fangs and blades were made of.

I drew out my Howler and fired a shot straight into the portal, taking out a few writhing shadows that had drawn uncomfortably close, but that only emboldened the rest. More monsters skittered toward the opening on what passed for feet among that horrific lot. A fresh round from my gun obliterated the front row.

Haidee pointed, and winds formed into Air-whetted knives that sliced through the hole, bisecting a good swath of the demons. The Catseye, Lan, was already swinging her sword, decapitating all the goddessdamned horrors that had drawn close enough to the portal to stick their heads through. Her companion Noelle jabbed at the monsters with a long spear.

But Haidee’s twin, Odessa, was frozen to the spot, her eyes locked on the shadows as they slithered closer, many reaching for her and failing only when Lan’s blade lopped off their limbs. Odessa was almost the spitting image of Haidee, down to her pale eyes and colorshifting hair. But the other sister wore her hair longer than Haidee’s shoulder-length cut, down almost to her waist, and had fairer skin—from a lifetime, I gathered, spent in a storm-swept city that hadn’t seen the sun in almost eighteen years.

“Close it!” I hollered at the others. “Someone close the damn thing!”

“I don’t know how!” The sweeps of cutting Air from Haidee had transformed into a full-blown gale. She gritted her teeth, brows furrowed. But shadows kept streaming out of the Great Abyss, their sheer numbers pushing them forward against the heavy gusts. “It’s not like there’s a lever to pull!”

“Well, it’s gotta have some kind of switch!” I redoubled the patterns rattling in my gun, the cylinder smoking as I willed more blue fire in. With my next volley, the whole landscape within the portal gate burst into flames, but the creatures were undeterred, climbing over the bodies of their scorched brethren.

“I can see them,” Odessa whispered.

“Obviously.” I was tiring fast; conjuring incanta took a hell of a lot out of Firesmokers in particular, made us ripe for both fatigue and injuries. I reloaded my gun, but the next bursts were weaker. In ten minutes I’d be tapped out.

“No. I can see them. The galla with the blue jewels.”

I followed her gaze, and saw a group of galla standing to one side, not participating in the attack. I could almost swear that parts of them were glowing blue.

We hadn’t known each other long; Haidee and I had met Odessa and her guardians only a few hours before, discovered that Haidee’s twin sister, the girl Haidee had believed was killed at the Breaking years ago, had been alive all this time. It had been a tearful reunion.

It could wind up being a short-lived reunion, too.

“What are you doing?” Haidee shrieked, but I paid her no attention, planting myself in front of the portal and unloading on any galla that came too close, while also trying not to panic, blast at everything, and exhaust myself in the process. Lan moved to stand beside me; her broadsword didn’t have my range, but she was an army all on her own, cutting down shadows. I only had time to nod my thanks before shooting again, and she returned one of her own as she stabbed through a creature’s head. Noelle had retreated to a defensive position by the girls, singling out any galla that drew too near.

We knew what would happen if they succeeded in fighting past us. I had family out here. If these bastards got through . . .

Another wave of patterns seared the air. It slammed against the edges of the glittering portal. With a loud screeching sound, like the harsh scrape of metal against metal, the gateway began to shrink, so quickly we could only watch. Within seconds it was gone, and the Great Abyss and its rabid minions along with it. All that was left was familiar territory: the wide expanse of sand hills I’d seen almost every waking moment of my life, and the shining air-domes of the Golden City a few miles away.

“I did it!” Though short of breath, Haidee sounded pleased with herself, the incanta fading from her eyes. “I remembered! The goddess Nyx wrote about this in her journal. She talked about channeling all the gates at once to open the Gate of Life. She brought a bird back from the dead that way, but she also believed it could be used for other kinds of creation spells. I didn’t know what she meant, but I realized that a portal was in itself a creation spell, technically speaking, so it should also wor—”

“Haidee.”

“Don’t you Haidee me! And you! What possessed you—the both of you—to place yourselves in harm’s way like that? You’re good, but two people could not have lasted long against that horde! If I hadn’t figured out a way to—”

“Haidee.” I was breathing hard, still on a terrifying high from—I don’t know, avoiding getting eaten by moving shadows, to start—and eager to ease my agitation the best way I knew how. “Just shut up and come here.”

Haidee all but flew to my side, and I kissed her hard. Her eyes were still glittering when we finally broke apart. “I would have been happy with a simple ‘thank you,’” she said.

“Thank you.” Satisfied that she wasn’t hurt, I gave myself the once-over, checking to see if I was intact. Feet and legs, torso, head, both ears and eyes, nose and mouth, left arm and right stump, Howler. Yup, all there.

“It’s too hot out here,” Odessa muttered, her eyes screwed nearly shut. Gently, Lan tugged her lover’s hood up over her head, to keep the sun’s glare out of her eyes.

Too hot, and too bright. The Golden City was shining, and I realized that we were closer to it than I would have liked. Haidee had speculated that her mother, Latona, had emerged from the Great Abyss through a similar portal after the Breaking, that it had dumped her here in much the same way it had us. Given our proximity now, she was probably right.

Noelle flinched, shielding her eyes with a hand. “I can barely see,” the redhead announced, like she hadn’t been expertly stabbing monsters only minutes before. “What is this place?” She bent down and scooped up a handful of sand, letting it trickle down her fingers, amazement crossing her features.

“Never seen sand before?” I asked.

“Nothing as small and fine as this. And not everywhere.” Her eyes narrowed as her gaze drifted downward before she, to my surprise, fell to her hands and knees and began to dig.

“What are you doing?” Lan asked.

“This isn’t sand I’m standing on. There’s something buried here.” The hole grew as she dug deeper, then made a startled sound. “Parts of what appear to be a statue.”

I shrugged. “That’s not unusual around here. The desert’s reclaimed a lot of ruins over the years.”

“But this one’s different. And very familiar.” Noelle pushed more sand away, revealing the eroded remains of a head made of dark granite. Its features had been worn down by the elements, but there was no mistaking its similarities to the statue that had marked the entrance to Brighthenge. The same statue the portals had originated from.

“Shit,” I said, staring.

“I agree. It’s smaller in size, so I would surmise this guarded a smaller temple. But it could explain why the portal leads out to here. Perhaps several such shrines were consecrated to Inanna in the past?”

“I presume this place would be Haidee and Arjun’s home? It’s . . . drier than I’m used to.” Lan was already on her feet, dark eyes searching the sandscape and assessing all possible dangers. She pointed. “You both live in this city?”

I guffawed. “Haidee does, but it sure as hell ain’t my home. It’s also why we gotta hightail it out of here. My clan’s located several miles out; the faster we start walking, the earlier we’ll reach the cave. Mother Salla will want to question you—”

“I want to go back to the city,” Haidee said immediately.

I stared at her. “Look, your mother might forgive you because you’re her daughter, but the first thing she’s gonna do is hang me by my ankles until I bleed dry.”

“I want some answers from her, Arjun.” The anger in her voice was palpable. “The world’s turning again, but monsters are still climbing out of the Abyss. Something’s wrong. If we’d healed Aeon like we should have, then this wouldn’t be happening. Inanna’s spirit would have been appeased.”

I stared up at the sky. Then I stared back down at the ground. I had no idea what a turning world looked like, but it didn’t look all that different from a world that hadn’t moved its ass in decades, like the one we’d always known. “How do you even know that the world’s started moving again?”

“I just do.” Haidee turned to Odessa. “You felt it too, right?”

The other goddess nodded, still pale and shaken. Lan crouched down beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Something else is coming,” Haidee’s twin said weakly. “Something bad. I can feel it.”

“Unless you found something at Brighthenge that says otherwise, your mother was responsible for destroying the world to begin with,” I reminded Haidee. “She’s done nothing about it for the past seventeen years. If you’re looking to her for a solution, you’re wasting your time.”

“Is she?” Haidee asked softly. “Is she my mother?”

I’d almost forgotten. Latona had never given Haidee a reason to believe that she wasn’t her daughter. But Latona’s twin sister, Asteria, hadn’t just survived the Breaking; she’d also been raising Odessa on the other side of the world. Haidee and Odessa had both grown up convinced the other was dead, that they were the only surviving twin. The older goddesses had each claimed to be their mother, further complicating matters. Personally, I thought Latona and Asteria were equally deceitful and I didn’t trust them as far as I could kick sand, but then again, I’d never been raised to have a good opinion of the goddesses who’d broken the world.

“I have to know, Arjun. I deserve to know why she’s been lying to me this whole time.” Haidee turned to her sister. Something unspoken passed between them, an understanding that needed no words; they both nodded at the same time, wearing similar expressions of determination.

“It’s not over, is it?” Odessa asked. “I thought that with Aeon turning the way it once did, we would be done. I thought destroying that demon meant it was finally over. But we were wrong, weren’t we? We didn’t kill it. That was only the beginning.”

“All the more reason for me to talk to Mother.” Haidee turned to me. “I won’t ask you to go back with me to the city. But she has to stop pretending that there isn’t a world outside the dome, or that what happens outside of it will never affect her.”

“How are you going to convince her that Aeon’s started turning?”

Lan raised her sword. “You might not have to travel to the city to let her know.”

The cloud of dust rising from the east was the first clue. I caught sight of the familiar green and bronze colors of the Golden City army among dozens of jeeps headed our way. Many of the rigs carried cannons, sparking as their fuses were lighted. The armored wheels overtook the marching army, guns trained in our direction as they quickly closed the distance.

“Please tell me this is a welcoming party,” Noelle murmured.

It was most definitely not a mother-daughter talk.

“Fat chance.” I tugged at Haidee’s hand. “I don’t think your mother’s happy to see you. I highly doubt that she’ll be overjoyed to see the rest of us.”

Haidee didn’t answer. Instead, she stepped forward and raised her hands over her head.

I didn’t know what she was planning until I saw a stream of patterns weaving around her wrists, spiking the air with sharp hues—I could only clearly identify the patterns of Fire, mixing in with others that I couldn’t. She stood there, unmoving, until the first of the rigs drew close enough for me to make out the faces of the men behind the wheel. She brought her hands down, and the patterns whipped themselves into a frenzy around her, churning up dust and pebbles.

“Haidee!” I yelled, just as a sandspout erupted from underneath the nearest vehicle, sending it hurtling into the air. Another abrupt gesture from Haidee dissipated the wind, and the jeep landed with a loud crash, throwing its passengers out several yards to bounce along the sand. She was mad, albeit not enough to actually kill them.

She repeated it with the next two rigs; by the time the third unsalvageable wreck came crashing back down, the rest had reversed their engines and retreated, stopping only long enough to haul away their injured. Haidee regarded the smoldering rigs with satisfaction. “You’re right. The time for talking is over. We’re shouting now.”

Damn, if that wasn’t a turn-on.

“Is this wise?” Lan asked her warily.

“I know my mother. The instant she regains control of the situation she’ll dig in her heels and go back to ignoring me and restricting my movements. I’m not giving in this time.”

The ranger eyed Latona’s men. “That’s very admirable, but there’s only five of us and a lot more than five of them.”

“We can try running,” Noelle suggested. “Though I fear they would catch us soon enough. There doesn’t seem to be anywhere to hide out here.”

“Haidee!” The voice was loud, amplified by tendrils of Air. A woman strode toward the front of the army, in a gold flowing dress that glittered against the light and was an absurd choice of clothing given the circumstances. I shifted my Howler out of reflex. I’d never seen the Sun Goddess in person before, and it was disconcerting how much she resembled an older Haidee.

Anger seized me without warning, and I set the Howler’s sights against my eye in an instant, training my gun on the approaching goddess. The first time I met Haidee my instinct had been to hesitate, my gut telling me she didn’t mean any harm. With Latona, it was the exact opposite.

Haidee shot me a warning look, but I refused to lower the Howler. Latona might be her mother, but she was the reason there was nothing here but sand.

“What foolishness is this, Haidee?” the older woman snapped. “Stop your silly tantrums and come home this instant!”

“Not until you hear me out!” Haidee yelled back. “I—we—did it! We went to the Great Abyss! Aeon is turning again, the way it’s supposed to be!”

“Oh, did you?” Latona’s eyes flared red; smoke curled around her as flames licked at the tips of her outstretched fingers. “Did you think the world had simply stopped on nothing more than a whim? Do you ever think about the consequences of your actions? You disobey me, flee into the desert with traitors, and now you think you hold all the answers to the universe? It will take months, years, to undo what you’ve unraveled in your arrogance. Save the world? You’ve just fashioned its coffin, hammered the final nail into place!”

I saw the words hit home, saw Haidee jerk back, visibly stung. “I wasn’t the one who destroyed Aeon! I was trying to save it!”

“And there will be consequences! Repercussions that extend beyond what you can even begin to imagine!”

“Maybe if you hadn’t lied to me about everything, I would have believed you! You lied about my father, about my sister! Why should I trust what you say now?”

Latona’s voice softened. “Whether you wish it or not, I am still your mother. I only want what’s best for you, even if you don’t understand.”

“And what about me?” Odessa stepped forward, and her hood fell to her shoulders.

Audible gasps of amazement from the soldiers. Latona’s eyes threatened to start out of her head; she grew pale, her hair leaching color. “Impossible,” she whispered. “A mirage. You’re nothing but a mirage. Odessa died years ago.”

“You’re wrong.” Odessa’s voice trembled, but she took her place beside Haidee, taking her sister’s hand. “I lived. I grew up on the other side of the world. I survived the Breaking. Haidee found me. My—I always believed you were dead.”

“Impossible!” Latona shouted. “What are these illusions you use against me, Haidee? Do you truly hate me, to hurt me this way?”

“No!” Haidee looked alarmed. “Mother, this is neither a mirage nor an illusion. This is Odessa, my twin. She was separated from us. She came from the city of Aranth, was raised among other survivors! They live in constant night just as we do in perpetual day, and she—”

“Aranth? How dare you.” Latona’s rage was frightening to behold. The sands before her churned, erupted into fire. Balls of flames leaped from her hands. “Aranth? How dare you say his name. How dare you say his name.”

I’d been in enough incanta fights to know what was coming. So did Lan. We grabbed Haidee and Odessa and dragged them away. Latona’s fireballs were aimed at Odessa, so Lan all but tucked the girl underneath her arm, dodging the flames thrown their way until they skidded to safety behind a large sand dune, Noelle following close behind.

The rest of the Golden army, fortunately, had horrible aim. I slid us down behind a second knoll, Haidee still protesting, as more shots flew past us. I let go of her and lifted my Howler, trying to will Fire patterns in faster. Despite their imprecision, the soldiers had more firepower and better weapons, and it was only a matter of time before one of them got lucky. Even as that thought crossed my mind, they were already pushing one of the large cannons forward, stacked to overflowing with glowfires.

“I wasn’t in danger!” Haidee yelped at me. “She won’t hurt me, no matter how angry she gets!”

“Might be, but can you really trust her flunkies not to hit you, even by accident? Your mother is on a rampage.” I glanced up at the sky, where bright sizzles of light gathered around the army, crackling with the promise of more violence. One of those bright balls of energy struck the sand nearby, and it felt like every hair on my skin stood on end from the impact.

“Lightning,” Lan called out to us. “We’ve seen more than our share of that where we come from.”

Haidee lashed out with an arm, and a giant wall of hardened sand rose up, a shield from the army’s volleys and the older goddess’s wrath. “She’s never done this before,” she said, sounding uncertain for the first time since returning. “She’s always kept her composure. I’ve only seen her lose her temper once.”

“Seeing Odessa unhinged her brain.” I shifted my Howler, opening the fire-gate in my eyes again.

“Don’t you dare, Arjun.”

“Of course not. But you better figure out how to calm her down before this whole place goes to hell in a kettle.”

“Your mirages hold no water!” Latona was gone. In her place was a madwoman. Her hair flew around her, sticking straight out of her head as she wove more and more incanta, the air steeped in their potency. “Odessa died at the Breaking!”

“Mother!” Haidee shouted. “Stop it!”

Lightning raked the ground before us, but Haidee’s sand walls took the brunt. Several more bolts struck a couple of the army’s rigs, setting them alight. The older goddess didn’t seem to care; it was as if she were fighting an invisible monster the rest of us couldn’t see, and we were all targets for her fury.

A cannon fired. A giant fireball hurtled toward the hill where Odessa, Lan, and Noelle had taken shelter. Haidee gestured, and a fresh wall shot out of the sand, breaking apart when the glowfire hit it, but stopping the attack.

“Odessa!” I heard Lan cry out, and saw the other twin rising to her feet, mimicking the combination of patterns that swirled around Latona. She clapped her hands together just as another arc of lightning crackled toward us, and her own lightning met it halfway. Both fizzled out in midair; the energy from the collision made my teeth hurt. There was too much of it everywhere.

Latona lowered her arms, rationality returning as she stared at her other daughter, as if finally seeing her for the first time. “It can’t be you.” The words came out slowly, fearful.

Odessa stared back, looking like she’d seen a mirage of her own. “You look exactly like Mother.”

The Sun Goddess drew back. “Don’t ever say that. She’s not your mother!”

“Mother, listen!” The sand wall crumbled, and Haidee rose. “Everything we knew was a lie. Odessa’s alive, and so is Asteria!”

A sudden rumbling noise made us all look up. I thought it was a fresh assault from the older Sun Goddess, but Latona’s expression was also one of genuine shock.

Dark clouds were spreading rapidly overhead; the rumblings grew louder.

A figure blurred into view in between us and the army; a human-shaped form bound in a cloak of gray, features obscured by a hood. I drew in a sharp breath. It was a mirage. More than that, it was a mirage of a Devoted, one of the many dead servants of the goddesses that wandered the Skeleton Coast. I swore I could feel its gaze on us.

One of the soldiers fired a desperate shot at it. The cloak fluttered, and the flames stopped in mid-flight, settled instead against its gloved hand. The fire changed color, glowed a deep and unearthly blue before disappearing in a quick puff of blue smoke.

A Firesmoker. The undead Devoted was a damn Firesmoker.

A Firesmoker who could channel blue flames.

Just like me.

My mother had once led the Devoted, Mother Salla had told me. And Firesmokers with blue fire were rare as hell.

I didn’t want to think about it.

I aimed my Howler.

The ground to the right of the figure exploded, kicking up grit and dust, but the mirage didn’t move. I shot at the sand to its left next, with the same results. It said nothing, didn’t retaliate. I couldn’t see its face, but I know when I’m being stared at.

“Who the hell are you?” I didn’t want to know what was behind that hood, whether or not whatever face was behind that cowl might resemble mine, or if death and rot had stripped that away. I didn’t want to admit that those blue flames had shaken me, thrown me off guard. I didn’t want to have anything in common with this creature.

The mirage didn’t bother with a response. Its shoulders arched and its head tilted back, as if seeking some strange benediction from above.

There was a hissing noise that sounded like it came from everywhere at once.

There were three seconds of hushed, fearful silence.

And then water swept down from the sky; it fell like fine mist, and then like a raging river. I cupped my hand and stared, astonished, at the clear liquid collecting in my palm.

“Rain,” Noelle said. “It’s raining.”

Nothing could have prepared the Golden army for this. However rigid their training had been, it was clearly not enough. Many fell to their knees, staring up with mouths agape, while others scrambled away, back toward the safety of the dome.

I couldn’t blame them. I’d never seen the sky weep before.

A peculiar howling echoed across the desert, and I didn’t think it had come from the rain or from any of us present.

“Let’s get out of here,” I growled at Haidee. On the heels of the rain and that mournful howl was a familiar, welcome sight: heading straight at us, a rig painted with the colors of the Oryx clan.

Haidee hesitated. “Mother—”

“Won’t listen. You’re dumping a lot of painful realities onto her lap all at once, and she’s in no shape to deal with any of them.”

The rains finally snapped Latona out of her rage. Her hair was now wet and plastered to the sides of her face, the water soaking through her robes. She looked down at her hands, the patterns around her fading, then up at the dark clouds overhead. “What have you done, Haidee?” she cried out, but the rest of her words were lost amid the howling winds.

The rig screeched to a halt beside us, Faraji’s ugly mug grinning from behind the wheel. “Let’s go!” Mother Salla roared from the backseat, her own Howler already trained on the few soldiers who still held their ground. Some of them were working frantically at the cannons, trying to set off a second round of glowfire.

Odessa’s eyes glowed, an almost sickly green. Thick brown vines emerged from the ground around the cannons, wrapping themselves tightly around the weapons until every surface was covered in a seething mass of leaves and thorns. The glowfires faded, and the men scrambled away from the heavy artillery like the metal had come alive.

“How’d you know we were here?” I panted as I helped the girls in.

“A conversation for later!” Mother Salla’s tone was all I needed to know I was in trouble. “Get your butt in here, young man! You’ve got some explaining to do yourself!” Her eyes widened as she took in both Haidee and Odessa, but she pursed her lips with obvious effort and said nothing other than, “Faraji, floor it!”

He stomped down on the gas, and the rig spun, tore out at high speed. I could see the soldiers attempting to shoot at us again, but if they were close enough to hit us that meant I was close enough to hit them. I aimed my Howler. I fired.

The nearest cannon blew up, and abruptly water wasn’t the only thing raining down on them, as men and women tried to scamper out of the unexpected hail of machinery bits. I saw Latona with her fists clenched, a look of utter despair on her face.

“What are we going to do now?” Odessa asked.

Haidee looked at her twin, and I saw in their faces mirror images of despair.

They thought they’d saved the world. Hell, we all did. The rains were the clearest signs that something had changed. That was something to be happy about, right?

So why wasn’t the uneasy feeling in my gut going away?

I remembered the galla trying to claw their way out of the portal, reaching for us.

Odessa was right. This was only the beginning.

“I don’t know,” Haidee whispered. “I really don’t.”

The rain fell harder.





Chapter Two

Lan at the Oryx Lair

[image: image]

“WE TRAVELED HALFWAY AROUND THE world only to find more rain,” I groused, and Odessa, despite the gravity of our situation, couldn’t completely rein in a giggle.

This storm wasn’t as bad as the ones we often weathered in Aranth—I doubt anything else would be, excepting the acid rainfalls a few hundred miles northeast of the city—but most of the Oryx clan was transfixed by the sight. A couple actually wept openly. It was a sobering thought, that something I had always taken for granted was a rare, precious commodity to them, one that made all the difference between life and death.

It seemed even more inconceivable to me that anyone could have survived living in the dry, arid climate on this side of the world until now. The rain did little to stave off the heat, and the moisture clung to the air, my hair sticking to my skin in the most uncomfortable ways. I had already shrugged off my heavy woolen cloak and armor and stripped down to a sleeveless tunic, but I was still drenched in sweat. Odessa had done the same, and it was hard not to notice the softness of her curves, revealed by the absence of multiple layers of clothing. Arjun and Haidee, both apparently used to the insufferable heat, barely looked discomfited despite wearing more. Much to my irritation, Noelle was similarly unruffled, like she was incapable of perspiration altogether.

While the goddess Latona and her army had lacked hospitality, the clan mistress of the Oryx had, at least, opened her home to us. One of her charges, a pretty girl named Millie with goggles pushed up over her forehead, offered us small bowls of soothing tea as we sat on rocks sanded down for makeshift seating. The place was surprisingly spacious, with small rooms carved out within for privacy, and rudimentary utensils for cooking and cleaning.

I didn’t sit for long. And then I couldn’t stop pacing. I couldn’t stop thinking. It was roughly sixty strides from the cave entrance to its deepest end, marking it approximately 120 feet long. There were twenty Oryx clan members in total, including Arjun, eleven of whom could use elemental gates. I spotted three vehicles outside the lair. Twenty-four Howlers leaned against the wall. Four fire pits. Seventeen cots. It made Aranth look like luxury.

I needed more information than I had. How large was this desert? Where did the Oryx find sustenance? Should Latona decide to mount an attack, how defensible was this cave? Not very, was my opinion. Its only real asset was that it was camouflaged so well against the sand; under a sustained attack by the goddess’s army, though, we wouldn’t last an hour.

“Lan?” Odessa reached for me as I stalked past.

“I don’t know how well I can protect you in these sunlands.” It was different in Aranth. I knew the lay of the land by heart, knew all the possible vulnerabilities to fortify.

“You should talk to Arjun. And Mother Salla. You worry too much.”

I looked at Noelle. “Tell me we should be more worried. Or are you as calm as she is?”

“Being lulled to sleep, even as we speak,” my friend said drolly. “It’s not likely that Latona will be sending anyone after us just yet. Not when that puts her daughter—her daughters—in harm’s way.”

Leave it to Noelle to take the rational route. In the meantime, I felt like I wanted to claw out of my own skin. Good Mother, it was hot!

“How does she do it?” Odessa asked softly. She was watching Haidee. Like me, her sister was never one to sit still for long, and she was everywhere: first inspecting the stone walls on the other end of the cave with a critical eye, then looking through the clan’s meager utensils, and now surrounding herself with some of Arjun’s brothers and sisters and gesturing at one of their pots, explaining animatedly how they could improve their cooking time using some new improvement she was proposing while they listened, entranced. “They have even fewer resources than we do. She’s only just met Arjun’s siblings. They’ve been raised to despise goddesses. How can she be so . . . trusting? Optimistic? Some of them like her, already. I can tell. I envy how easy it is for her to be so . . .”

“You’re just as lovable.”

Odessa smiled at me, shook her head. “And you’re biased.” She gazed back at her sister again, a look of wonder on her face. “I have a sister,” she whispered, sounding almost disbelieving.

“What is this?” Haidee asked, tapping on the wall. “It could help me figure out the rate of thermal conduction needed to speed up your cooking time.”

“A cave?” Kadmos offered helpfully.

Haidee folded her arms and scowled at him. “I know what a cave is. What I want to know is what kind of stone these are made of. And how you were able to carve out a lair of this size for yourselves without any available heavy tools. Did you use awls? Special automata?”

The boy grinned. “Dunno about the rock type, but our clan’s been blessed with plenty of Acidsmiths. Imogen and Salome melted the rocks and smoothed down the walls for the tunnels. They scour off the grime and clean out any mold we find several times a year. Keeps things neat and tidy. Don’t you guys have Acidsmiths in the city?”

“Not a lot of them. Our mechanika had to improvise a lot.” She glanced curiously at me.

“Where we’re from?” I shook my head, still trying to towel off my neck. The heat was going to murder me long before anything else could. “None who could actually use their abilities. There aren’t enough stable Earth patterns where we’re from to channel with. I’m guessing you don’t have any Icewrights or Mistshapers or Seasingers out here, either.” It hadn’t stopped raining since we’d arrived at the Oryx’s hideout, and a good number of Arjun’s clanmates still mobbed the cave’s entrance, gawking at the water gushing down. Every conceivable container capable of holding liquid, even unused pots and pans and bowls, had been dragged outside and left to collect. Now, they watched the water gather with something bordering on reverence.

“We need to find more jars,” one of the girls, Derra, fretted. “What if the rain stops? What if it never happens again?”

“Can I help?” Haidee offered.

Derra froze, slight panic on her face. Likable as Haidee was, Arjun’s clan clearly wasn’t comfortable having one, much less two, goddesses in their territory. None of them had been outright hostile, despite Arjun’s admission that they had been raised to treat them as enemies. But most did look at the girls like they were live powder kegs apt to explode at any moment.

“We’re going to help,” Arjun said bluntly, laying a hand on the goddess’s shoulder. Haidee leaned back into his touch. His meaning was clear: Arjun wasn’t seeking approval for his support of Haidee, so much as he was declaring it.

“I can help too,” Odessa offered softly. “Where I come from, we deal with water all the time.”

“Arjun said it’s constantly raining on the other side of the world,” Kadmos said. He was the friendliest so far, and the words sounded like a tentative peace offering spoken on behalf of the rest. “With ice. I’ve never seen ice before.”

“You’re not missing out on much. Every few months large blocks of ice would drift toward our city, and we had to blast them away before they got too close.” I yanked at my collar, and scowled. The heat was another thing I didn’t have a plan for, and it was bothering me more than I wanted it to. I’d had no idea I was capable of sweating this much, or how uncomfortable that would be.

“It’s not that bad,” Odessa said mildly.

“Speak for yourself. I feel like I’m being slow-cooked over a fire the size of a lunar lake.”

“Worse than being on a ship?” She was grinning. I knew she was teasing me, trying to get me out of my bad mood.

I couldn’t help it; I’d thought I was prepared for almost anything the extremes of Aeon could throw at me, but I didn’t account for searing heat. “Worse. I can throw up on a ship and get the sickness out of my system. There’s no escaping this.”

“What’s a ship?” Millie asked.

“It’s a bit like a rig, although it’s very large and has no wheels. It takes us over water.” Odessa tugged at her sleeves, then rolled them up. “What do you need us to do?”

“Derra and Mannix—those are our Mudforgers—are trying to squeeze as much water as they can out from the sand before this”—Kadmos gestured at the sky—“rain passes and the sun dries everything back out. But it’s a lot of work for just two—”

Odessa wove Air patterns, her eyes glowing blue.

The rain around us paused, hung suspended in the air, slowly collecting into an invisible container made of wind that stretched out over our heads. “You won’t have to pull it out of the ground this way,” she said. “Bring out all the jars and basins you want me to put this in.”

“I love her already,” Mannix breathed, as the others stared at her in awe.

“Are you sleeping with Arjun, too, or is it just the Sun Goddess who is?” Imogen was even blunter. “Is it like a two-for-one deal?”

“Imogen!” Arjun barked, turning scarlet.

Haidee burst into laughter. “I’d drop a whale on him if he tried!”

“I’m not with him. I—I’m with—I’m with—” Odessa glanced at me and quickly looked down, blushing.

Imogen grinned, and whatever tension still lingered disappeared. “I mean no disrespect, Your Holinesses. I just wanted to be sure that my brother here was a decision you made out of choice and not out of necessity.” She danced out of Arjun’s reach, dashing outside to the sounds of laughter from her siblings.

“Sorry about that,” Arjun muttered.

“It’s all right. They’re taking to me better than you did the first time we met.”

“How exactly did you meet?” Noelle queried. “If you will pardon my curiosity.”

“He tried to kill me,” Haidee said cheerfully. “I changed his mind, though.”

Arjun opened his mouth, let out an exasperated sigh instead.

There were fresh sounds of mirth by the entrance; the rest of the group had ventured out of the cave, and now found themselves soaked to the skin.

“That’s enough,” I ordered, stepping forward. “You’re all going to catch hypothermia if you’re not careful.”

“Hypo-what?” asked Faraji, a dark-skinned boy with a mop of thick hair and an earnest face.

Right. They wouldn’t know what that was. Several days ago, I wouldn’t have known a barren sunland like this could exist, either. “Hypothermia. You can die from getting too cold. You can also get chills and develop problems with your breathing.”

“Out of those wet clothes,” I instructed, turning to the nearest Oryx clan member—Millie, who, despite the thick humidity, was already shivering. “I’m a Catseye,” I began, unsure if an equivalent rank existed in this part of the world, but she looked startled, and then grateful, as she extended her hands willingly toward me. I forced warmth into her, drawing the cold out from her lungs, her sinuses, and everywhere else that could pose a problem. “You’ll still need to get out of those clothes.”

“No need,” Mannix said, somewhat sheepishly. His eyes shone a golden brown, and droplets dripped off her, snaking out of her clothes. “I’m a Mudforger. I should have done this earlier.”

The whole clan had taken to us like old friends by the time we were done. Mother Salla had once been a Devoted, Arjun said. She was the Oryx clan leader. She might have taught them to resent Latona, but that dislike didn’t seem to extend to Haidee, or to Odessa.

“This is a sign, innit?” Kadmos asked. “The world really is turning.”

“It’s more complicated than that.” Salla sounded weary, sipping her tea. “There will be more rain, and more unexpected phenomena as Aeon changes.”

“Shouldn’t we be celebrating?” Imogen asked. “We’ve got water! We won’t have to squeeze every clean drop out from Salt Sea dregs anymore!”

“Should we be celebrating?” Salla asked Arjun. “As much as the rains give me hope, your account of your experiences at Brighthenge also fills me with dread.” Her gaze moved to both Haidee and Odessa, who traded nervous glances. “I knew your mothers. It would take considerable strength to undo the chaos they caused.”

Haidee raised her chin. It still felt odd to look at someone who looked so much like Odessa yet was not like her at all. “I’d like to know exactly what happened at the Breaking, for us to know if we’ve helped mitigate the damage or done worse. I . . .” The resolute expression on her face faltered, leaving her looking suddenly vulnerable. “I—I thought we were doing the right thing. But now Brighthenge’s overrun with galla, and I know that wasn’t supposed to happen. And Mother . . . Mother’s convinced we’ve made things worse. I’ve never seen her this furious before, or this afraid. Did we? Do worse, I mean?”

Arjun scowled. “Don’t let her words get to you.”

“Too late for that. And . . . I’m afraid she may be right. I thought getting the world to turn would solve everything.”

Salla smiled faintly. “Don’t second-guess yourself, Your Holiness. Your actions pale in comparison to those of your elders. How much of the Breaking do you know about?”

Haidee bit her lip. “Only what Mother told me. That her sister caused the Breaking, and that she was killed in its aftermath, along with my twin.”

Salla looked at Odessa. After a moment’s hesitation, Odessa also nodded. “I was told the same thing, except that my aunt was responsible, and that she and my twin were killed.”

The older woman leaned back against her seat and closed her eyes, pondering her next words. Latona and Asteria couldn’t both be their mothers; an answer meant that one of the goddesses had been living a lie all this time. Would Asteria be capable of lying to Odessa over something this important? I thought about my relationship with her over the years, the ruthlessness she’d displayed when her position was threatened. How she frequently manipulated the Devoted into scheming against each other.

I hated that the answer was yes, she absolutely would.

Salla didn’t bother to mince her words; all the better to lay out the truth without the trappings of comfort, I supposed, all the better to dissect and analyze it in its entirety. Normally I would agree, but it didn’t stop my stomach from clenching when she said, “You are both Latona’s daughters. It was she who was to be sacrificed before the Abyss. Asteria possessed the mark of the galla near her heart. Only the leaders knew what that meant, back then. That was how they knew it was Latona, and not Asteria, who was the sacrifice. The galla’s gifts would cure Asteria’s mark, but at a cost.”

“The cost being her sister’s life,” Arjun said bleakly.

That’s not true! I wanted to cry out. Asteria would have told me—

No, she wouldn’t. In fact, she’d been lying to us all this time.

The goddesses’ reactions were subtle enough, but still telling; a stiffening of Haidee’s shoulders, and the sudden hunching of Odessa’s, like she wanted to shrink into herself and disappear. I moved to where Odessa sat, kneeling beside her and taking her hand. In the brief time I’d seen mother and daughter together, Asteria had always displayed a certain detachment toward Odessa, more so than even her pragmatic personality required. It had none of the fiery anger and frustration that marked Haidee and Latona’s relationship, as had been clear during the brief encounter we had witnessed near their strange, domed city in the desert.

Haidee turned to Odessa, reaching out to bridge the space between them. Odessa hesitated, and accepted her hand as well, gratitude clear on her face.

“I am sorry,” Salla said, “that you were both made to suffer for your mothers’ foolishness. Perhaps I should have told you all about this earlier, Arjun, but I never thought I would see both younger goddesses alive. Nor had I thought that I would ever see rain again. What do you wish to know?”

“Is that how callously people treated all the goddesses before us?” Haidee’s hand, still enveloped in Odessa’s, was shaking slightly. “A mark was enough to merit an execution? Didn’t anyone fight for them? Were they so willing to watch them die?”

“Most people weren’t even aware that two goddesses existed. Every pair of twins was separated at birth and each raised without knowledge of the other. That was the custom.”

“But you knew. The Devoted who served the goddess who was to die,” Odessa whispered. “How could they allow this?”

“We were told that her sacrifice was our duty. That it was the price to pay for Aeon to flourish. But many who served Latona resisted. Devika forced some to resign their service. We never heard from them again. It was her way of cowing them, we knew, so the rest stopped resisting so openly. But now . . . I wonder what truly happened to those others she dismissed.”

“They should have done more,” Odessa said. “The ones who knew what the ritual really meant should have done more!”

The older woman smiled faintly. “You are presuming,” she said, “that those few familiar with the secret would put the goddesses’s best interests before their own. I only learned the worst of it during the Breaking. The surviving goddesses often left the day-to-day administration of Aeon to the Devoted. They ruled on her behalf. In hindsight, I should have known better, should have questioned the strangeness of such a hierarchy. But I was too invested in my own comfort to protest.”

Arjun swore angrily. “They could pass off the surviving goddess to the rest of the people like she’d been the only one all along, and no one would be the wiser. Those lying scum.”

“Everything changed with Latona and Asteria. They found out about each other, and from that instant they broke every rule.” A thin smile graced Salla’s lips. “They had both snuck off to the city on their own, unaware of the other’s existence, and returned together, holding hands. Devika’s wrath knew no bounds, but they refused to leave each other’s side.”

Arjun’s face was set. “So my mother was responsible for all of this.”

“Your mother?” I asked.

“Devika. The leader of Asteria’s Devoted,” he said candidly.

The woman sighed. “She forbade the goddesses from seeing each other, yes. And when they disobeyed her, she tried to physically separate them, by sending Latona away.”

“What did my father say about all this?” Arjun asked, tight-lipped.

“He had passed away when Devika was pregnant with you. He was a low-ranked Devoted, but I knew very little of him. Devika didn’t like to talk about her husband. I’m sorry, Arjun. This is why I never told you much about your mother over the years.”

“Did she have a Fire gate, too?” Odessa asked softly. She looked frail and vulnerable and sad, and all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around her and swear that everything would be all right, though I feared I might not be able to keep that promise.

A part of me was also furious at these people, at all these horrible decisions that had been made for the twins long before they’d even been born. Knowing that expressing my anger right now would be useless was all that kept me from punching the wall, from yelling at Salla.

“Yes,” Salla answered Odessa. “She was a rare Firesmoker who could wield blue fire.”

“Like me.” Arjun didn’t sound surprised. From the way his jaw clenched, it was almost like he was expecting it.

“Back then, those who could command blue fire were exalted above the rest. It was believed to be a sign of Inanna’s favor. In Inanna’s time, most served as the vestal virgins of her temple, her closest confidantes.”

A loud snort came from Imogen, who was eavesdropping. “Arjun doesn’t strike me as someone you’d call a vestal virgin.”

“Shut up, Immie,” Arjun growled.

“What I don’t understand,” I said, “is how Latona and Asteria went from being as close as sisters can be to attempting to murder one another.”

“Neither Asteria nor Latona knew that one of them had to die. They didn’t know generations of twins had come before them, or what had befallen them. They thought they were the first, that a civil war might break out, with factions springing up around each of them. I’m not too knowledgeable about the details, but the sisters had a personal falling-out, and Latona left the city, giving up all claims to rule. She was already pregnant by then. The goddess with the mark was supposed to have carried on the line, so you two were unexpected.”

I frowned. “Wouldn’t the prophecy written at Brighthenge have foretold all this?”

“It said that Latona and Asteria would change the world, but only in the vaguest terms. Your prophecy held more details than theirs.”

“Who—” Odessa’s voice wobbled. “Who made these predictions?”

“They’ve been etched within Brighthenge since Inanna’s time, I’m told. Yours and Haidee’s were the last of them all.”

The last of the prophecies, implying that there would be no other goddesses to come after them. Odessa grew pale at the revelation; Haidee, angry and resolute.

“The Devoted under Devika planned to kill Latona and claim she had died of natural causes, hoping their estrangement would prevent Asteria from investigating too closely. Devika even tried to turn them further against each other, claiming that one twin intended to have the other killed.”

“That explains the letters,” Haidee said quietly. “My father realized they were being lied to.”

Salla turned away. “My conscience finally got the better of me, though I had little power to stop the rites. Asteria was still too closely guarded. But I managed to send a letter to Latona. I warned her of what the Devoted had planned. She and your father rushed to Brighthenge to warn Asteria. Forgive me, Your Holinesses.”

“You tried to save our mothers,” Haidee said softly. “There is no fault here to forgive. Thank you.”

“I told Latona not to come. We’d learned that the final galla required your father’s life, and I thought it better that he stay away—though in the end, they ignored the advice. Devika’s machinations had worked well on Latona. Asteria had always been more studious, more at ease with people, while Latona was awkward and preferred solitude. Devika was good at playing on her insecurities. It crossed my mind afterward that she might have deliberately caused the Breaking . . . I hoped it was not so. But when she built the Golden City and drove many people out into the desert, delighting in her power as she did, I knew. I swore I would fight her for Asteria’s sake.”

I squeezed Odessa’s hand gently. The goddess had been quiet this whole time, looking at the floor and biting worriedly at her lip. “Are you all right?”

She squeezed back. “Mother Salla,” she finally said, looking up at the woman. “If you know about the sacrificial rites, then you surely know about the ritual involving the galla.”

The older Firesmoker’s expression changed. “I didn’t then. I was at the temple, but was not allowed to bear witness to the rite firsthand—a decision that might have saved my life. I only remember a strange light. I saw Latona stumbling into it, and then it, too, encompassed me. And then I was in the desert.”

“The portal,” Haidee murmured, her mechanika mind still hunting for solutions. “So many people dying—it must have triggered both portals inadvertently, without anyone meaning to. . . .” She trailed off, shuddered.

“It was whispered even back then, how those portals required human life to open. They were allegedly the portals that Inanna had used to gain access to the Cruel Kingdom. None of us had ever dared try it before.”

“How did you two do it?” Imogen asked the twins. “Did you just cast an incanta and command the world to start up again, or . . . ?”

Haidee and Odessa looked at each other. “I don’t know,” Haidee confessed. “We weren’t thinking about it when it happened. We—”

“—reached out toward each other, and everything moved,” Odessa said. “And the instant we touched—”

“—some strange power sparked between us, like we could do anything. We wanted to cleanse the Abyss and heal Aeon. But then we—”

“—actually felt the world quake and turn. We don’t know how we know. We don’t know how we did it, either. We just did. And we don’t know how to replicate it.”

Everyone was staring at them. “Fascinating,” Noelle finally said.

“The same might have been true with your mothers. You must both try to recall as much of what transpired as you can,” Salla instructed. “Perhaps the other clan elders can offer some insight.”

“Clan elders?” Arjun asked. “What clan elders?”

“In the days after the Breaking, we survivors came to an understanding. We had marked out a large patch of land as neutral territory, back when we were optimistic enough to believe that the world might still be healed. Should any more extreme changes occur, we would all return. I’ve no doubt that the others have seen the rains with their own eyes. They will come soon enough.”

“They’ve always hated the Sun Goddesses, too, Mother,” Arjun said dryly. “I doubt they’re going to welcome them with open arms.”

“They must. They have just as little choice as we do.”

“Why do your clans live separately, when it seems to me numbers would offer more safety?” I asked.

“Resources are few and far between here in the desert, Lady Lan. We choose to divide our people not out of hostility, but for practical purposes. But I expect them and others to arrive before the week is out.”

“Clan Addax?” For some reason Arjun looked horrified.

Mother Salla’s eyes twinkled. “Yes. I’m sure Lisette will be happy to see you again, despite the circumstances.”

The boy coughed nervously. Haidee looked mildly curious.

“If the creatures continue to climb out of the Abyss as you say, then we must close off the gates to the Cruel Kingdom for good. Perhaps the other clans can assist us in that.”

“Mother would know more than we do,” Haidee spoke up.

“Not really sure she’d jump at the chance to help us,” Arjun said.

“She doesn’t have to. Mother kept letters that talked about the Breaking. Letters from my father, like the one I have. Maybe there’s more that she’s hiding.”

“Are you seriously suggesting we return to the Golden City?” Arjun growled.

“It’s a long shot, but it’s the only option I can think of. Unless you have an alternative to offer?”

Arjun glared at her, then crossed his arms. “If you’re planning on sneaking back in there, then I’m coming with you.”

He’d been rather vocal about not wanting to enter the city before, but I wisely kept my mouth shut.

Salla stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I must help the others—it’s been a while since we’ve been able to store this much drinking water.”

“We’ll help too,” Haidee said immediately. She got to her feet, Arjun following. She looked back at Odessa and then at me, her worry evident, and I nodded to reassure her that I would look after her.

“What do you intend to do?” Noelle asked me quietly, once the others had left.

“Haidee knows the lay of the land here, and I trust her to decide what’s best for us. Searching for more information about the rituals does seem to be our best bet.”

“Very well. I’ll go see if they need another set of hands.” Tact was Noelle’s strongest suit. When she’d left I turned back to Odessa, who was still staring into space. I settled myself more firmly beside her.

“How are you?” I asked, letting my patterns sink into her, exploring. The shadow around her heart was still there, though not as large as it had been, and for once I was hopeful. Perhaps the other gifts she had accepted from the galla had helped to alleviate her illness.

“This was the reason Mother did nothing when the galla first showed themselves to me,” she finally whispered. “Why she allowed me to steal away on the Brevity, while pretending to forbid me from going. Why she kept you on as my guardian. She went through the ritual herself. Whatever happened at the Breaking, she knew exactly how it was supposed to work.

“And when she learned about us, she did everything she could to throw us together. If I gave you up, then I would be saved.” Her head dropped. “She did everything she could to save my life. But she was willing to risk you for it. I’m so furious at her.”

Asteria knew that Odessa loved me. Yet she had gambled with my life, hoping for the best. I should be angry, too.

Odessa laughed bitterly. “She made a mistake, though. She did it because she assumed Haidee had died, that we were the only goddesses left. I thought we’d saved the world. I thought—” Her shoulders sank. “I thought we’d made a difference. A good difference, for a change. Instead, we might have made it all worse. I was thrilled to have my sister back. But one of us might still have to be sacrificed. Maybe it should be me. It should have been me all along.”

“Don’t say that, Odessa!”

“How can you forgive me, after everything I’ve done? I took you captive against your will. I actually considered killing Sumiko, and Noelle, and the other Devoted. I did k-kill . . . !” She began to cry. “How can you forgive me?”

I took her gently in my arms and kissed her—lightly, content to let my mouth linger against hers with no coaxing, no pressure to return it. She froze for a few moments, as if unwilling to believe I could stand to touch her still until, with a low cry, she gave in.

“I forgive you.” And I forgave Asteria too, if by risking my life she had meant to save Odessa from the Abyss. But Odessa was right: Haidee was alive, and that changed everything. “I will always forgive you.”

“I don’t know how you can. The thought that the galla can still affect me . . .”

“When Sumiko was helping me deal with losing my rangers . . .” I stopped myself from biting my own lip, from using that pain to distract from the fresh wave of grief I always felt. It was easier now to talk about them, but that didn’t mitigate the guilt. I still hadn’t told Odessa everything about what happened. “She told me it would help if I could concentrate on something familiar and positive. What if we talked about the things that give you joy?”

She thought about it for a few minutes. “Marianna and Dianae.”

“Who?” I’d been expecting her to recall night routines at the Spire, or a moment of affection between her and Asteria. Maybe even us.

“Marianna was bound for the Finae Islands to meet the fiancé her father arranged for her. But the ship she was on was waylaid by the pirates led by the lady captain Dianae. She’d taken up buccaneering after she was unfairly accused of the murder of . . . you’re going to make fun of me, aren’t you.”

“Absolutely not.” I was grinning. Romance novels. Romance novels were this beautiful, ridiculous little waif of a goddess’s happy place. I wasn’t sure I could love her more.

“I learned more about how Aeon used to be from those books, about people who could have lived and laughed and loved. I learned what summer meant. I learned about birds, and butterflies, and about balls and long dresses and dancing. I could almost imagine life like it could have been. Every story was a vow to me, that I’d one day see these places for myself. If that makes me silly—” She paused, stricken. “The Lady’s Pirate.”

“What?”

“That’s the name of Marianna and Dianae’s book. I was sorting through my things earlier, and I found it.” She sounded dismayed. “Apart from some clothes, that book was the only thing I was able to salvage. Why didn’t I think to bring the journal with the ritual instead? I was heading into the Great Abyss; what possessed me to bring a romance book with me, of all things? Why am I like this, Lan? It felt like I was on the cusp of insanity then, with all the voices swirling in my head, but then I go and do something ridiculous like—”

I kissed her again, just because I could, and she sagged against me, as if her own weight was suddenly too heavy a burden to bear. It didn’t matter; my arms were strong enough to carry us both. “It sounds like something you would absolutely do, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I had no answers still for so many things, but here, even in this strange cave in the middle of all this sand and heat, I could protect her. I would. “Tell me more about Marianna and Dianae, and what they framed—”

“Oh, goddess!” It was Imogen, and she sounded terrified.

We glanced at each other, startled, then scrambled toward the cave entrance and joined the others as they stared up at the sky in the far-off distance.

“What is that?” Millie gasped, arms wrapped tightly around Kadmos’s waist. The rest of Arjun’s siblings were terrified, clinging to each other. Mother Salla was pale, her mouth open.

“Why is the sun going down?” Imogen choked. “Is it dying? Are we going to die?”

“Is this an attack?” Arjun asked us, stupefied. His Howler was raised, but he was at a loss as to who or what to point it at. Finally, he trained it on the now bloodred sun, which was disappearing from view over the horizon. “Do we fight? How do we fight?”

I couldn’t answer him, could only hold Odessa tighter with my hand on my sword, ridiculous as it was. I hadn’t been under the sun long enough to know why it was waning. But the skies were turning dark above us, and I knew what that was. The night had been too much of a fixture in our lives for us not to know when it stared us back in our faces.

“No.” Salla sounded fearful. “This isn’t an attack. Aeon’s turning, and this is the result. Oh, goddess. It’s a sunset.”

Silently, not knowing what else to do but huddle close together, we watched the sun fall for the very first time.

At least I would no longer have to complain about the heat.





Chapter Three

Odessa and the Clans
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TWO DAYS AFTER WE WERE offered shelter by the Oryx clan, three desert tribes from the Skeleton Coast arrived: the Fennec, the Dorca, and the Gila.

As the goddess of Aranth, I did what came naturally: I hid behind one of the larger sand dunes and watched them alight from their rigs. Mother was the orator, and I’d never been comfortable in crowds. Romance novels hadn’t exactly prepared me for what to do in situations like this. And I sincerely doubted the clans would welcome me, even if I did know what to do.

While Mother Salla had said they were allies, the tension was obvious. Men and women nodded briefly at the Oryx mistress in acknowledgment, then turned their energies toward setting up makeshift camps without further conversation. Alliance or not, life in the desert prized caution as a survival trait. Three people I assumed were the tribe leaders sought out Mother Salla without delay, all of them disappearing inside one of the tents without another word. Nobody paid me much attention. Even if they’d seen me, they would have thought that I was just another one of the nomads, if a little awkward.

They must have seen the sunset, too. The night had fallen everywhere. Arjun’s siblings had been terrified, convinced that the darkness would be permanent. That the sun had risen again both times had yet to convince them of its now-cyclical nature, and I suspected that fear would also be common among the newly arrived clans.

For me, the last couple of days had been a blur, and the nights brought disturbing dreams where swarms of galla had converged on us; for every wave we defeated, still another appeared, stronger and more numerous than the last, and I knew with fearful clarity that they would keep doing so until we were all dead.

And then there was a shapeless void before me, of such horrifying asymmetry that it triggered my nausea just to look at it. While my friends fought the galla army, it slid toward me, enveloped in a foul miasma that pushed and prodded against my chest. Death, it said, reaching for the shadows clustered beside my heart, and I came awake, panting hard and relaxing only when I spotted Lan curled in her bedroll several feet away from me, sleeping undisturbed.

Now I reached up to lay two fingers against my breast, wondering. The dizzy spells and the exhaustion that often accompanied my illness had not resurfaced. I had tried to return the galla’s gifts, but was refused. Was this another vision? I didn’t want it to be, but it was getting harder to ignore it.

Instead, I tried to focus my mind on the details Salla had provided us about the clan meeting. The neutral ground was located several miles outside of Oryx territory, situated near several small caves along the rockier territory of the Skeleton Coast; like the Oryx clan’s, these were made of
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