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So here we are, Mikie.

It’s been a long while. 

And I don’t miss you any less. 


Kira - 59

Kira fought to stay awake, each slide of her lids harsh as sandpaper against her eyeballs. The hum of the car engine an out of tune lullaby.

‘How you feeling?’ Leona sat with knees bent, bare feet on the backseat. The top of her tattered lime-green tracksuit was pulled over her knees, creating serious fake boobs. A regular B-grade Dolly Parton.

‘Like someone just fucked me over,’ Kira said. ‘In a way I definitely didn’t pay for.’

Sober as a judge, but her words slurred through lips that barely had the energy to pull apart from one another. Thinking hurt. Hell, everything did. Her skin hot and irritated, like she’d been out sunbaking with lashings of coconut oil. Kira’s metal hand rested on the stringless bow she’d taken from the penthouse, now cradled in her lap. It had remained in a contracted state, little bigger than a ruler, and she didn’t dare play around with it, in case she found the ‘go full size and poke someone in the eye’ button. When Clara had pointed it their way at the penthouse the bow had definitely been longer, like Clara’s body length long. And the chick was no short-ass. 

‘Well, you fucked them right back.’ Damn if Witchy Parton didn’t sound the teeniest bit proud. ‘You both did.’ Leona nodded at Bradley, curled up between them on the seat like an oversized piece of strange candy, candy that breathed in big gulping breaths. ‘It was quite the display.’

‘What was with him?’ Kira jerked her chin towards the lizard and grimaced. Quick movement equalled bad hurty stuff. ‘Did you know he could . . . do that . . . dragon shit?’ She kind of hissed it, hoping to keep Tweedledee and Tweedledum riding up front, out of the loop. Right now, Jared and Brian were arguing over which way was the quickest to the airport.

Leona gave Kira a big dose of disapproving-mother face. At least, Kira assumed mothers could look like that. She didn’t have a comparison.

‘What Bradley did was in no way “shit”,’ Leona said. ‘And no, I was not aware of that particular ability. He has always had a very strong link with the Maiden, but there was no hint of this before. But then, much is not as it was before.’

Cue dramatic shift of gaze to Kira’s metal arm. Bug, meet microscope. ‘Righto. Settle down. No need for extra drama. Got plenty of that right now, thanks.’ Kira rubbed at her knee. Shit. Sunburn goddamn everywhere.

‘Indeed. And I believe we are seeing just the beginnings of it.’ Leona’s gaze, tracing over every inch of Kira’s face, was almost as uncomfortable as her sensitive skin.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

‘You are only slightly duller than him now.’

‘It doesn’t seem like the right time for insults.’

Leona surprised her with a gentle smile. ‘I know you are frightened, Kira. And well you ought to be. Your sister, and the visitors she aids, have messed with things they shouldn’t have. Brought to us a bright one, the likes of which this Earth has not seen for thousands of years. An ancient soul, built by the gods themselves. I understand the source of Azrael’s power, but yours . . .’ her gaze moved to the lizard, ‘and the suddenness of the Maiden’s own gain in strength, well they are both wonderful mysteries.’

Kira let out her breath between pursed lips. She didn’t want to think about Blake the world-destroying sister right now. She didn’t want to glow or gleam or do anything but get in a cool bath and have someone wash her back for her. Her train of thought moved from baths to showers to its logical conclusion: Nina. Where the hell had she and Rossiter ended up?

The lights up ahead flicked to red, but Brian hit the gas and shot through the intersection.

‘Jesus!’ Kira cried, bracing herself against the back of his seat. ‘Are you fucking insane?’

‘Sorry, sorry!’ he cried. ‘I was listening and got distracted.’

So much for keeping the conversation on the down low.

‘Well, let’s not add getting arrested to the list,’ Kira said. ‘’Cause one of us in this car is wanted for murder.’

Brian stared at her in the rearview mirror, eyes bugging. ‘Murder? Holy fuck, what –’

‘Forget it.’ Kira slumped against her seat. ‘Sweet Christ, I need a drink.’

Jared hunched forward, scrabbling around in the footwell before brandishing a beer bottle. ‘Do you want one of these?’

He handed it to her, that glorious bottle of golden fuck-it-all juice. It was within snatching distance when Leona shattered the dream. She grabbed the bottle and dumped it into her own footwell.

‘Last thing you need is inebriation, young lady. No telling what could happen,’ Leona sniffed.

‘I could tell you what I’d like to happen.’ Kira pasted on the best glare she could manage, even though it stung like hell where her skin wrinkled.

‘I’m trying to help you.’ Leona released her knees from captivity, letting the tracksuit jacket slide free.

‘Don’t need it.’

‘Bullshit.’

One point to the witch. Kira kept up the glare for another couple of seconds, then let it slide, turning to stare out the window. The metal running up her neck pinched hard where it met flesh just below her earlobe. She bit down on her lip, hoping Leona hadn’t noticed the jerk of her shoulders. Dumb stupid witch and her sudden niceness. What was with that? Leona was wrong, too. About Kira being frightened. Wrong! Not frightened – goddamn terrified. Of pretty much everything. Like this car ride. And being hurt again the way Tamas had hurt her. Of seeing Blake again. Of not seeing Blake again. Kira tapped a fingernail against her metal wrist. The sound that came back wasn’t what you’d expect; it wasn’t tinny or metallic in any way. More like tapping marble. It had always been like that. The armadillo had always been something strange. Alien. But a part of her, nonetheless. Not usually something to be frightened of.

Leona leaned forward, brushing her fingers against Jared’s blond strands. He flinched, turning to stare at her. ‘You all right?’

‘Thought I saw something caught in there.’ Leona smiled. ‘Sorry.’

But not sorry enough to stop. Only this time it was Brian’s turn. For someone who appeared to be about a thousand years old, Leona could move. She scooted right up close to the sleeping lizard and reached for Brian’s red curls. In her other hand, she clutched the beer bottle. It was open and sloshing golden amber onto the faux black leather seat as she leaned forward.

‘Thought I saw something there, too.’ Leona’s smile was back, but in a too chipper kind of way. Obviously fake. ‘Sorry, boys.’

Kira expected some kind of reply, an ‘it’s okay, crazy lady’ at the very least. But there was nothing. They turned back in their seats and locked eyes on the road. Leona settled back with a smug smile on her face. ‘That will make things easier for the moment. Keep them focused on a single task.’

‘What did you do to them?’ Kira said. ‘And what are you doing with the rest of the beer?’

The answer to question two came immediately. The witch shoved it between her legs, right up high next to her lime velour-encased lady garden.

‘If you’re that desperate, feel free.’ She waved her hands over the open bottle.

Kira considered it as the scent of hops played at her nostrils. She needed dullness, something to deaden the roar of her body. Something to push back the memory of being goddamn tortured.

She swallowed. ‘Pass.’

‘Thought so,’ Leona said. ‘I’ve just refocused the boys’ attention on the task at hand rather than the conversation in the back seat. Thought it would be good for us to chat. We should talk about what happened back there, with Tamas.’

Nope. No, we shouldn’t. Kira shook her head. Leona touched her fingers to Kira’s thigh. A gentle enough touch but the skin-to-skin contact flared through Kira like acid. Way too close a sensation to what Tamas had inflicted. All at once, a shit storm of memory dumped itself on her. Fuck, it hurt. So much.

‘Shit, don’t touch me.’ Kira pressed against the door. ‘Don’t touch me.’

‘Sorry.’ Leona held up her hands in surrender. ‘Sorry, love. Kira, take a deep breath. It’s all right. Are you listening to me? It’s all right. Hey, Kira.’

It wasn’t all right. So very not all right. The attack swept up through her core, a rising beast of panic. Her flesh hand shook. Her throat wasn’t being fair about letting enough oxygen in, and if Kira had had a heart capable of racing, it would be doing the minute mile right now. She couldn’t hang this one on Az. This monster was all hers. A panic attack hadn’t haunted her for a long while, but the anxiety had been a constant asshole in the beginning. That first year after waking up with metal parts had sucked severe ass.

Now the claws dug in again, dragging her thoughts to the edge of an inky abyss where fear festered, thick and mucky. Where the fuck was all the air in this car? Kira tried to wind down the window, but it took more coordination than she could get out of her limbs. The pressure at the back of her eyes stepped up a notch, parts of her skull trying to nudge their way free. Dampness spilled down her cheeks. The world was blurry. Fuck. She was going blind. The abyss was taking her –

‘Kira.’ The sharpness of Leona’s voice snapped her back into the car and into the warmth of the seat beneath her. Leona held her metal hand. When had that happened? ‘Love, I’m right here. Now take a breath before you pop a lung.’

‘I can’t see . . . I can’t see properly,’ Kira said. A three-year-old had hijacked her voice, making it wheedle and crack.

‘You’re just crying. It’s tears. Now look at me, love. Take a breath.’

Fingertips, gentle against her chin. Kira blinked. Once, twice, a million times. Leona drifted into focus. A terrible fake tan had never looked so good. The abyss shrank away. Kira wiped at her face, too rough with the metal, scratching at the skin beneath her eyes. But the sting was welcome. She was back. On solid ground. Out of the freak-out panic zone. Leona cupped her hand to Kira’s cheek. No zinging pain. Her skull jigsaw had slotted all its pieces back into place.

‘You with me?’ the witch said, soft as melted butter.

Kira nodded. ‘I don’t know what to do. What I’m doing . . . what any of this . . . what’s happening to me . . .’ The words dissolved on her tongue.

There were flecks of black in Leona’s brown eyes. Really quite pretty. ‘I’ve seen the balls of steel you have, Kira. You’re going to be all right. And you are not alone. Understand me?’

Kira leaned into Leona’s hand. The witch shouldn’t get used to it, but Kira was going with the touchy-feely thing in this moment. A feathery touch at her knee drew her gaze. Bradley perched there, black eyes watchful. He let out a couple of bleats, as soft and gentle as Leona’s words.

Kira sat back, pulling away from Leona. Kodak moment was over. Snotty nose to deal with. Jacket sleeve would fix that and give Kira a chance to hide for a second, too. Fuck, so embarrassing. Losing it. Perry was the only one who had ever seen her turn feral like that. Christ, she missed him.

Brian eased the car into a right turn, both he and Jared keeping their eyes locked on the road. Neither of them had so much as glanced in the rearview mirror. Whatever focus Leona had incanted on their asses was working just fine. Kira sniffed, sucking back an uncomfortable amount of snot. They were driving through an industrial area. Hulking great warehouses loomed on either side of the road. Deserted at this time of night. Morning? Who the fuck knew. She was just about to ask one of the zombie drivers when Bradley sprang from where he still rested on Kira’s knee and launched himself up at the window, splatting flat against it like one of those sticky toys Kira had had as a kid. But the lizard was better value than the shit rubber version. He shifted back and forth across the window, little padded feet acting as suction pads to hold him there.

‘Okay. Is that normal?’ Kira said.

‘Stop!’ Leona shouted. ‘Pull in over there. Now.’ She gestured towards a steel-grey warehouse to the right. Stark-white lights stood sentinel high up on poles, blazing down on two giant piles of tyres. Brian swerved and slammed on the brakes, nearly shoving them all through the front window. Leona was piling out of the car before it had come to a complete stop.

‘Vail!’ she shouted. ‘Vail, where are you, boy?”

‘Vail?’ Kira swung open her door, collecting a reptilian passenger as she jumped out, Bradley scrambling up the armadillo to sit on her shoulder. ‘He’s here?’

He fucking well shouldn’t be. Kid could barely wipe his own butt last time she’d seen him. Bradley chirped. From the corner of her eye, Kira could make out the bobbing of his head. Yes. The lizard was telling her yes. Hell, this week just kept getting better. Something dark and large shifted behind the pile of rubber to their right. Leona dashed towards it, her short, jack-hammered strides managing to make her look half-chicken. She didn’t seem to notice her bare feet on the gravel. Jared and Brian stayed put, the quizzical scrunch of their faces suggesting they weren’t entirely sure why. Kira turned back to the bolting witch. The shape behind the pile shuffled out towards them. It was large, all right. And feathery.

‘Anzu?’ Kira frowned. The beast was in full oversized-rooster mode and limping noticeably. As was Vail, who used Anzu as a giant walking stick. ‘What the hell are you doing –’

Her mouth snapped closed as a third figure emerged from behind the pile. It was like a goddamn clown car back there. And this clown was totally unexpected. Miss Happiness herself. Greta, the flame-haired nonfriendly from the farm. Leona drew up just short of where Vail stood with his arms already raised to greet her. She dug her hands into her hips, and his smile slipped. ‘Leona?’

‘So, you’re all right then.’ Leona ground her heel into the gravel.

‘Yes.’ Vail nodded. ‘And you?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Oh, he’s in so much shit.’ Kira whispered to Bradley. The lizard responded with a shrill chirp, then leapt from her shoulder, stumpy legs held wide, soaring like a sugar-glider across the short distance to where Vail stood.

‘Bradley.’ Vail’s smile went back to full high beam. He cupped his hands, and the lizard landed on his palms like a pro. ‘It’s good to see you, little guy.’

‘Are we done with the greetings?’ Greta stood by Anzu’s side. The beast looked exhausted, his sides heaving, wing tips pressed to the ground to keep him steady.

‘Hello to you, too,’ Kira said. ‘Guess William didn’t teach you –’

‘Kira,’ Leona hissed.

‘What?’

‘He’s dead.’ Greta hurled the words at Kira like a monkey flinging shit. ‘Your sister’s people killed him. And would have killed me too if Will hadn’t made me run like a fucking scared little girl. So just shut your big, foul mouth and listen, you stupid bitch.’

Kira raised her hands. ‘Sorry . . . I’m really sorry about William. Seemed like a good guy. But for the record, they are not Blake’s people.’ The panic attack was still too raw to start thinking about Tamas again so soon, but Kira breathed through the flutterings. They needed to know. Blake didn’t do this. Not this part anyway. ‘My sister had nothing to do with what happened back there. Tamas . . .’ Breathe, swallow, don’t puke. Kira glanced at Leona, then to Vail. ‘She didn’t fucking kill anyone. And they are hurting her. Tamas told me.’

Vail’s expression grew pained, as though he wanted to burst into tears at the news. If he’d looked like shit back at Nina’s, he looked like hell now. The bruising on his face had deepened a shade, a green-violet spreading up to his temple and disappearing behind the blunt fringe. The jeans he wore were clearly a size too big, and the long-sleeved shirt was one of Nina’s. A pastel-pink floral number.

‘I’m so sorry, Kira.’ And there was no doubt he was. What was inside that kid? The soul of a saint? ‘This is all really messed up. And it doesn’t get better anytime soon.’ He paused. ‘Kira, I need to give you something.’

‘Tell me it’s a one-way ticket to somewhere other than here and we are friends for life.’

‘I wish I could.’ Vail edged forward, and Anzu, the living walking stick, moved with him.

‘What’s going on, boy?’ Leona frowned so hard her eyes were narrow slits. ‘There’s something . . . not right about you. What have you done?’

Kira joined the frown-fest. Greta was with Vail, and seeing as there was no way she could have found Nina’s place without Nina, then that meant one thing. ‘You went back to the farm?’

Vail’s sheepish glance at his feet told her the answer. ‘I had to.’

‘Bullshit. You had to stay in bed and watch cartoons.’ Kira stopped. That was sounding way too mum-like. Did mums get this damn knot in their guts when the kids went wild? ‘Why did you go back, Vail?’

‘She called to me.’ Vail shuffled his feet, flicking a quick look towards Leona before turning his attention back to Kira. He sucked at being a rebellious teen.

‘Who called you, Vail?’ Leona’s voice sank down low on the spectrum. Mumma-witch was pissed. ‘You look like you should be on a funeral pyre.’

Mumma was subtle.

‘Back off, all of you,’ Greta said. ‘The Maiden. She called him. Called to me, too. Vail, just give Kira the damn stone.’

Leona’s wide-eyed, gob-smacked expression was priceless. And, on another occasion, would have been hilarious. ‘The Maiden called you? You heard her voice?’

‘Not exactly, it wasn’t like that. I just knew I needed to get back to the farm.’ Vail’s eyes hadn’t left Kira, which was beginning to make her uneasy. ‘She wanted me to go to the farmhouse. To find Greta.’ He and the feathery crutch, Anzu, made their way past Leona and straight up to Kira. Vail reached for Kira’s flesh hand, grasping it tightly. He pulled it to his stomach. Give the boy a burger or seven, his gut was concave.

‘Dude, wanna tell me what’s going on?’ Kira laughed, but nerves jangled through the sound.

A rosie glow mingled with the bruising on his face. ‘I’m sorry. This is what I was instructed to do. I had to swallow it.’

Kira was too exhausted for this shit. The breeze made the skin on the back of her hand and her face ache. ‘You swallowed a stone?’

‘The mea stone?’ Leona may as well have squawked. Close enough. ‘Why in the Maiden’s name would you do that?’

‘It was her idea, Leona.’ Vail’s pitch stepped up a notch. Bright and way too perky. ‘She showed Greta where the stone was –’

Greta dug her thumbs into her belt – all that was missing was a cowboy hat and some spurs. ‘I was doing what William told me, running. But I only got to the bottom of the hill before it hit me. I had to go back. Needed to look under the fridge, like my life depended on it.’

‘The mea stone had rolled under the fridge at the farm, can you believe it?’ Vail certainly didn’t seem to. ‘I mean, something as powerful as that. Just rolled under the fridge like a bad penny . . .’ His hand went to his cheek, touching the coin embedded there.

Leona whistled. ‘By all the Maiden’s laces. These are odd and wonderous times indeed.’

Kira cleared her throat. Her hand was still pressed to Vail’s stomach, and the moment was getting awkward. ‘Do we have to wait till you poop it out, or what?’

‘No.’ Vail did a weird thing with his lips, sucking and chewing on them at the same time. ‘I need to . . . to, ah, to –’

‘Oh for crying out loud.’ Greta stormed over to join them. ‘He needs to kiss you. The stone will do the rest. We had to carry it in a way that it couldn’t be detected. And, apparently, the kid’s gut falls into that category. Seeing as little boy wonder here has only one foot in the land of the living, maybe he’s good for storage. Who knew a half zombie would be so handy? Well, apparently the Maiden did. Hence, we are here.’ She let out a small sigh. ‘Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound . . .’

‘Like an asshole?’ Kira said. ‘Big fail on that one.’

Vail wasn’t a big guy, but now he seemed even smaller, hammered down a foot by Greta’s words. And it did something to Kira’s already fucked-up insides.

‘Come here, Vail.’ She grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him close. He gasped and she cut off the sound with a press of her lips to his. Being slightly taller than he was, she hunched forward so Vail wouldn’t have to teeter on tiptoes. Kira touched her tongue against his pressed lips, trying to burrow through. It took the kid a second, but then he relaxed. Lips opening, tongues meeting, and heads tilting to get the right angle. Not bad. Not bad at all. Vail leaned into her, his chest against her. She could actually feel the pounding of his heart as their kiss deepened. Kira took control of the kiss, pressing her hand to the back of his head, digging her fingers into his hair. The heat beneath her skin evaporated, and the relief was a gush of pure heaven. Vail made a small sound, a gasp against her mouth, and wrapped his arm around her middle, leaning in. The coin in his forearm pressed against her ribs. Kira’s metal hand slipped from the back of his neck and moved to cup his cheek.

Jesus Christ, she needed to back off, pull away. It was Vail for crying out loud. Technically, this was gross. But, oh god, it felt too good. Good like a hot bath after a day’s skiing. Good like that perfect pill at your favourite gig. She was whole again, not cracked and chipped and aching. Vail retched, coughing into her mouth and slaughtering the moment.

Their teeth clacked together as Vail’s body jerked. Kira’s eyes widened. Hard as she tried to pull away, it wasn’t happening. There might as well have been magnets in their fillings for all the good it did. Vail’s legs buckled and Kira had to cradle him to stop them both from collapsing. He heaved, gasping, hands grasping her forearms with the grip of a titan. Fuck, he was going to throw up in her mouth. Shit. Balls. Shit. He jerked, and something warm and unpleasant rushed into her mouth. Any second now, Kira was going to be doing the same damn thing. A hard pellet shot into Kira’s mouth, slamming hard against the back of her throat. She gagged and finally the lock between them broke. Vail staggered back and Kira lost her balance, slamming down onto her backside. But none of that mattered. She was choking. A great lump was forcing its way down her throat, blocking off her air. She clawed at her throat. Vail and Leona were both speaking at her, their words jumbled into one. Making no sense. Heaviness weighted her chest. She pressed her hands there. Unyielding metal greeted the touch of her fingertips. All the way across her chest, down over her breasts, only giving way to flesh at the base of her ribcage. The realisation sucked what little air she could find into oblivion. The armadillo was on the move again. Head spinning, Kira clawed at her shirt, trying to tear at the material, but Leona and Vail held her back, telling her it was going to be okay. Bullshit. She was going full metal. Screaming was a great idea. Breathing was better. And she couldn’t do either. Black blotches filled her vision. Any second now she would be out cold.

Swallow. Faster. Harder. Get the damn stone down. Just finish it. Eyes bugging and watering, Kira leaned into Leona, letting the witch sit her upright, as though she were in some labour from hell. Someone was banging hard on her back. Someone else pulled her hair back from where it hung across her face. Her baby stone didn’t want to go the last few inches, and the world was getting woozy. Shadowy. And why all the whispering? So many voices in her ears. Or was it one?

Kira squeezed her eyes shut, but it made no difference. Still there. Pssting in her ears. A few words grew clearer. Gain? Gay? What the fuck?

Gaia.

A single word. The stone pushed farther down and it was over. Kira rocked onto her knees, saliva running from the corners of her mouth. The air pouring into her lungs.

‘Fuck,’ she gasped, ‘me.’

‘I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.’ Vail was a fluttering, apologetic butterfly at her side. ‘I had no idea it would be like that.’

‘What happened? Did she speak to you?’ Leona peered at her. ‘Anything?’

Kira sat back on her heels. She lifted her shirt. Not a dream. A fucking nightmare. The metal covered her front like a chest plate. Her surgery scar, and the blue butterfly tattoo now buried beneath a layer of Telteriun, as were her tits, now two nippleless bumps. Good thing she’d gone bra-commando – yet another reason to love Nina’s boobs, her bras way too big for Kira. There were super-faint etchings over the surface of the metal that reached all the way down to her belly-button. Kira stared down at herself, waiting for the panic. But there was an odd numbness. Not unpleasant. It was the buzz after a few drinks, where everything took a little longer to sink in and things were easier to brush off.

Greta stepped in way too close, peering at her. ‘Well, that’s new,’ she said quietly.

Kira watched Greta trace a finger over her stomach but didn’t move to push her away. The touch reached her senses, and it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. All the synapses were firing the same message. This feels nice. Greta’s focus was on the symbols embedded in the metal. Symbols that hadn’t been there until about two seconds ago. Cut into the surface of a metal Blake had once told her was damn near impossible to cut. Telteriun was like melting chromium and diamonds together. And apparently chromium plus diamonds equalled crazy tough. Blake had bitched about how long it was taking to develop tools in the Facility that could deal with it.

Kira smooshed her wrist against the side of her cheek, wiping saliva away. Why the hell didn’t she feel like freaking out? Her body hummed. It didn’t burn or sting. It hummed. The armadillo was eating her alive, and it didn’t bother her.

‘What is that?’ Leona leaned in alongside Greta. They both stared at Kira’s new metal belly and its engravings as if they were inspecting a new car. Vail stayed at Kira’s shoulders. So did Bradley. The lizard hadn’t budged an inch, not even during the lip-lock session.

‘It’s Sumerian, cuneiform script.’ Greta frowned. ‘The Sumerians invented one of the earliest forms of writing.’

‘Thanks for the history lesson,’ Kira said to the navel gazers. ‘But what does it say, and why is it all fucking over me?’

Greta lifted her hand from Kira’s hip and shook her head. ‘I can’t read it. It’s an ancient language. But it looks like the same couple of symbols repeated, over and over.’

Vail reached out his hand to help her to her feet, but Kira didn’t move to take it. Her body still hummed. Not as strongly as before, but nice and comfy. Still enough to take a second for the outside world to sink in, which meant it took a while for the word to travel from Kira’s brain to her mouth.

‘Gaia,’ she said.

Vail lowered his hand, tired eyes brightening. ‘What did you say?’

‘She said Gaia.’ Greta took her sweet time pronouncing each word, as if saying them too fast would send them scattering. ‘Why did you say that name, Kira?’

‘It’s a name? It was . . . in my head . . . when I sucked back on the stone . . .’ Kira shifted her ass against the rough surface beneath it. ‘Okay, why is everyone fucking goggle-eyed right now?’

Leona stared at the inscription with all the fervour of a mouse staring at cheese, a ludicrously wide smile parting her thin lips. ‘The Maiden was once known by another name. The ancient Greeks were the first to worship Her, and they called her Gaia. The goddess of the Earth.’


Tamas - 60

Tamas stood just outside the shrine, alone in the Orientation Room save for Cym, the Syranian medic. The Waters, a gushing flow of liquid that emitted an odd high pitch, made the only sound in the domed room. Normally something Tamas enjoyed for the way it masked the constant screech in his own ears. But at this moment, even the divine Waters irritated him. He tapped his toe incessantly against the concrete floor, unable to keep himself still.

‘How long until they arrive?’ Tamas flung out the request, not bothering to turn and look at Cym, who kept a respectful distance. There was a noticeable pause before he answered, likely because Tamas had asked the same question about five minutes earlier.

‘Fifteen minutes, sir,’ Cym said.

So far as the Syranians went, Cym wasn’t unpleasant. He didn’t have the haughty air of Parator and Seder and Gren, he wasn’t pathetic and easily led like Eron, nor was he domineering like Bel and the captain. He was the most likely of the Syranians to pass for human, having somehow convinced the captain that cutting and colouring his hair would enable greater cooperation from those he worked with on a daily basis. The alien could doctor, too. He’d played a part in patching Tamas up after the Meld. In another life, and if Tamas had been looking for one, Cym might have been an affable acquaintance. But just as the Waters no longer soothed, Cym’s presence grated on Tamas’s heightened senses.

‘There has been no further issue?’ Tamas gave up the toe tapping and took up pacing instead.

‘No, sir.’ Honey smooth, Cym clasped his long fingers behind his back. ‘There have been no further issues. A containment cell has been readied on level nine, as instructed, for Azrael’s arrival.’

Tamas spun round, mouth engaged to put an end to the ridiculous name Blake had given the gallu, but catching himself before his eagerness to ridicule Blake saw him reveal the creature’s true identity. The goddess wanted the wild man’s presence hidden from the Syranians. And from their god, Lahar. This great secret was one She had bestowed upon Tamas alone, tasking him with finding the god-slayer and returning him to Her.

A grin pulled at his lips. He had done that. Done all that She’d asked of him. And there had been that unexpected bonus. Kira’s agonised screams still rang in his head, oddly comforting. As he’d stared down at her, her veins bulging and body contorting beneath the agony he inflicted on her, Captain Nex had delivered the news that Dumuzi had been located. It was truly the perfect moment. And the day only got better. Enkidu—Azrael— had come to them, had literally thrown himself at them, making Kira’s ‘interrogation’ all the more satisfying by its pointlessness. The bond Tamas assumed existed between her and Enkidu proved far less steely than imagined. The god-slayer had not galloped to her rescue. Kira was no Gilgamesh after all. Laughter edged up Tamas’s throat, threatening to bubble free. His attempt to halt it resulted in an odd cough. How on Earth had he ever thought that piece of patched-together trash so large and frightening?

‘Is everything all right, sir?’ Cym said.

Dumuzi was located. Enkidu was contained. Both were en route to the Facility. Kira was probably quite dead, or near enough. Everything was damn near perfect. Tamas stifled the one prickle of discontent that plagued him. With Enkidu returned, he supposed that Blake’s usefulness had all but evaporated.

‘Wonderful, actually.’ Tamas returned to his pacing, each heavy footfall stomping down on the ridiculous notion that he might miss Blake when she was gone. ‘Fifteen minutes, you said?’

Utter contentment would surely come when Enkidu was safely ensconced in the cell.

‘Yes, sir.’ Cym nodded in a slow, controlled way. ‘Though closer to twelve now, I suspect.’

Tamas tugged at the collar of his jumper, the beige wool far too warm. Sweat beaded on his top lip. Layering himself with too much clothing whenever he was around the Syranians had become unconscious habit. The bulk helped to alleviate that feeling of being hopelessly physically inadequate around the statuesque aliens. Tamas wiped at his lip with his sleeve. Screw it. He pulled the jumper over his head. He was the Messenger. He would land the blow that would imprison a goddess of war. Tamas intended to do it without damp armpits.

‘I need to send a message to New Weston,’ he said.

‘Right now, sir?’

‘Right now. There is something that needs doing.’

His pace – and his heart rate – quickened as he strode across the Orientation Room. It wasn’t every day you issued an order to have someone executed. In fact, it was his first day. Tamas took a deep breath, holding it as he crossed the room. Surely Kira was already dead. She sure hadn’t been the picture of health when he’d left her covered in her own vomit, with eyes sunk into her head and veins that looked fit to burst. With his gaze fixed on the floor, Tamas walked straight out through the main doors and almost collided with a man about to enter.

‘My apologies.’ The black-bearded man tipped his head, eyes lowering. Tamas recognised him as Reuben’s temporary replacement. The name escaped him, and he searched for a name tag, finding it at a broad, thick waist. Boyd Pesola.

‘What is it?’ Tamas said.

‘Sir, the incoming packages have touched down.’

The clench of tension at Tamas’s gut eased, but only a fraction. ‘Do you not think I’m aware of their progress? That message hardly required a personal delivery.’

Pesola leaned forward, his voice lowered. ‘Sir, we have lost contact with the location at New Weston.’

The evenly delivered words drummed into Tamas, and his already pounding heart tried to dig its way out of his ribs. ‘Lost contact?’

The man nodded. ‘They last heard from Clara about twenty minutes ago. We’ve been trying to reestablish communications, but there’ve been issues. At our end as well as there. Power surges that keep tripping –’

‘I don’t give a shit about your issues. Tell them to stop trying and to just damn well do it. Get eyes on the ground there, immediately.’ His voice echoed off the high ceiling, giving it a far greater gravitas than Tamas could usually manage. ‘Neither the witch or the girl leave that place unless they are in body bags. Do you understand me?’

All too well, if the man’s quick intake of breath were an indicator. Reuben wouldn’t have needed the direction to begin with. He would have understood without conversation what must happen. An ache played at the backs of Tamas’s eyes.

After a too-long pause, Boyd Pesola nodded. 

‘Yes, yes. Of course, sir.’

The man – whose stocky frame suggested he had none of Reuben’s dedication to exercise – scampered down the hallway as though the Precon itself was on his tail.

‘Wait.’ Tamas stepped out into the hall and past the two guards who stood at either side of the Orientation Room door. ‘Blake Beckworth has been secured on level nine, correct?’

The fleeing man halted but did not draw closer. He nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Increase security on that level. Are any of the cells on level eleven salvageable?’

‘One of them, maybe . . . if we did some work –’

‘Then do it. Go.’

Tamas activated the release for the doors, staring at them even after they had closed, blocking the man from his sight. Gut instinct, paranoia, whatever it was, the urge to keep Blake close hooked in its claws and wouldn’t let up. Not until he had eyes on Kira’s dead body.

‘Kira and the witch are being held at New Weston, are they not?’ Cym called out. ‘Do you believe we have cause for concern?’

Tamas ground his teeth. Sweat again lined his lip, only this time it was not due to excessive heat. ‘I believe we can never be too cautious.’ He was being ridiculous. Surely. Kira couldn’t have anything to do with the loss of comms. This was a technical issue, nothing more. Besides, even if the witch had somehow escaped her cell, and gotten to Kira, they were hours from here. Why then were his nerves paining him, as though echoes of the utukku coursed through him? On edge. Alert. Sensing danger. Tamas cursed under his breath.

From where he stood at the bottom of the three short steps leading up to the shrine, he had a clear view of the totems carved into the ceiling: the Precon, the Syranian god Lahar’s totem, a ratlike creature of their world; and the goddess Ereshkigal’s more familiar Arabian wolf, with its dish-wide eyes and claws that extended double the length of its paws. Tamas’s blood churned a little faster in his veins. His goddess. His mistress. And he had served Her well. Nothing could hinder that.

Nothing would.

The minutes stretched on, pulled to within an inch more than Tamas could stand. Captain Nex and his precious cargo may have landed, but it took time for them to make their way here, down into the depths of the Facility. Tamas scratched at a patch of skin at his elbow until blood seeped beneath his nails. And still no word came from Pesola that New Weston had been reached.

Finally, Captain Nex strode into the Orientation Room, followed by a procession of the Syranian god-soldiers with their respective gallu. Eron was at the centre of the parade, all willowy six-feet-four of him, his silver-white hair pulled back in a tight bun, not a single strand out of place. His face was clear, as though he’d had his make-up done before striding into the room, and his heavy, determined pace contrasted vastly with his usual light, almost hesitant stride. Tamas’s gaze fell to the bundle Eron nursed. A tiny naked arm, fist balled, punched at the arched Orientation Room ceiling. Perhaps, Tamas mused, Dumuzi already sensed what approached.

‘Give the child to me.’ Tamas stepped forward, stopping Eron midstride. The Syranian wavered, glancing at his captain. ‘Eron, perhaps you misheard me?’

‘No, Messenger.’ Eron still wore his contact lenses, and his now sky-blue eyes did not leave Tamas’s face as he offered up the white-wrapped bundle. ‘It is done. Dumuzi resides in this child.’

‘It is not done, it has just begun,’ Tamas whispered.

Babies were lighter than he expected, or perhaps it was just this one, gaunt as it was, with hollows beneath each cheekbone. Its eyes were closed, giving no hint of what lay beneath the surface. Such a feather-light, inconsequential thing, yet more important than anything Tamas had ever set eyes upon. It was hard to imagine it would survive the ritual he was about to begin. Dumuzi’s true soul lay buried beneath thousands of lives. And each needed to be peeled away, like the proverbial onion – or those Russian babushka dolls – until all that remained was the immortal seed at the core. Tamas moved, but his eyes did not leave the child as he relished the press of it in his arms.

‘Azrael has been delivered to level nine?’ Tamas strode past the captain, headed for the steps of the shrine.

The Syranian leader nodded and raised his hand, as if intending to touch the child, but withdrew it at the last moment. ‘He sustained damage, but Agar is priority. I have had Weylen tend to the gallu.’

‘Damage?’ Tamas paused, incredulity wrinkling his face.

The captain shifted his gaze towards Eron, who lowered his head. ‘It took some effort to subdue Azrael. Agar used considerable force during the recovery, and it punctured a section of the gallu’s carapace.’

More was said but the words grew faint, distant. And unimportant. Tamas laid the baby in the natural – but rough – indentation at the top of the petrified stump at the heart of the shrine. The relic had been brought from Iraq by his mother and father. In another, far greater, time this tree’s roots had burrowed into the soil beneath Ereshkigal’s temple. Perhaps Dumuzi had himself sat beneath the grand branches that must have grown from it.

Tamas pulled back the wrap covering the child who wore only a nappy and a flimsy white singlet that contrasted the deep golden-brown hue of its skin. A shade that matched Tamas’s own. But the child didn’t take well to the sudden icy cold of the shrine. Wrinkles appeared in the tiny face, and a high-pitched cry launched from barely formed lungs. It hammered at his ears and Tamas staggered back. His senses flamed, skin prickling. But the discomfort couldn’t be blamed on the infant. These were early warning signals he knew all too well.

The goddess approached.

The walls of the shrine brightened, a violet hue edging in to join with the emerald glow. The downward flow of the Waters slowed, coming almost to a standstill before commencing again in the opposite direction, rushing up the walls, sucking in towards the goddess’s totem on the ceiling. The wolf’s head was directly over the stump. Directly over the distressed child. Every drop of fluid gathered over the wolf totem, and the animal grew out from the flat plane of glass it had been carved into. Tamas’s smile broke out again, despite the hammering his body was taking. His brain inflated against his skull as the goddess drove Herself into Her Messenger.

Her wolf eased out of its glass prison, dropping down onto slender fluid legs to land beside the child, whose puerile screams reached a new pitch as the beast touched a watery nose to its cheek. Ereshkigal’s totem dwarfed both the stump and the child. Its shoulders were level with Tamas’s chest, its great head double that of his own. He’d rarely seen the goddess in this form. Twice only. And both of those times had been when his mother was Messenger. Ereshkigal had grown more clandestine over the years as Her plan took shape. And to use this form siphoned more of Her strength, more of Her energy and time, leaving Her vulnerable to those who might watch Her in Kur.

Evidently She did not feel vulnerable now.

Now we shall see what is brought to my altar.

The wolf bared its teeth, glistening fangs that resembled ice shards. In a swift movement, it clamped its translucent jaw around the child’s torso. Immediately, the cries ceased. Tiny blue eyes widened, and a pink mouth gaped. Over as quickly as it had begun, the liquid wolf released the child and edged back.

You’ve done well. It will begin, She whispered. The gentlest She’d ever been with him. A lump filled his throat. My sister’s eyes are turned, focused on another war front of my making. This is the time. Let our battle here commence. The cleanse can begin.

Tamas’s guts clenched, muscles contracting with hard spasms. His spine locked, jerking him backwards in an uncomfortable arch.

Enkidu. You have brought him to me.

‘Yes.’ Tamas strained to get the words out. ‘En…Azrael is here.’

Her pleasure ran through him. Thick as honey in his veins. You have done well, Messenger. Soon, the great powers of your ancestors will reside within you, released by my touch. Do not fail me now.

The Waters rained down. Tamas dropped to his knees, grateful tears falling, hidden by the icy droplets that covered him. And he wished for only one more thing in this pristine moment. That his mother could have witnessed this. And understood, finally, that she had been so terribly wrong about him all along.


Blake - 61

The heightened heart rate that had concerned the nurse, and escaped Blake’s notice, made itself very known now. The pattern of beats was erratic, their thuds hollowing her chest. Blake leaned against the glass wall, using it as a prop to keep her on her bare feet. She did not recall when her boots had been taken from her. Though the coolness of the concrete was soothing against her soles, she knew she would not have given consent to have the purple steel-caps removed. The gift from Kira had so rarely left her feet, worn every day Blake worked on the carapaces. Weylen had found this amusing and intriguing. According to the assistant, the boots were ‘not really Blake’s style’. Though what that style might have been eluded Blake entirely.

She traced her toes along a crack in the concrete at the base of the glass. 

Lying on her back and staring up at the ceiling had grown increasingly unbearable. But getting herself vertical had almost caused loss of consciousness. Her surroundings swayed, much as they would have if she had been on a ship. Blake tugged at the cord that connected the IV drip to her wrist, and the stand holding the bag of revitalising liquid rolled across the concrete, coming to rest against her. Sweat coated her armpits, lips, and underneath her breasts. Her own odour was thick in the confined space of the level nine cell. Coming most strongly from the bandages covering
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