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CHAPTER ONE




[image: Cuneiform Letter K]KIRA RAISED her metal fist and sang her booze-soaked heart out to the ceiling. The music blaring in the pub downstairs made the whole room vibrate. She hit the high note. God damn nailed it. 

‘Christ almighty.’ The guy beside her rolled his generous package away, and grunted out of bed. ‘You could kill small animals with that voice, K.’ 

‘I don’t pay you to talk, Liam.’ Kira tossed a pillow at his smirking, pudgy face, and the room spun. ‘Be gone. I’m done with your dimpled ass.’

She was up for a lot of things, but her rent-a-hump seeing her puke wasn’t one of them, and any second now a bolt to the bathroom would be compulsory. 

Liam pulled on his pants, gave her the finger, and launched that smile. Honey on warm toast. He may have a gut you could eat breakfast off, but damn, that grin. It made his grey eyes gleam, and wrenched ridiculously high tips from her blacker-than-black credit card.

‘Till next time.’ He stepped into the hall, the blast of music deafening before he pulled the door closed.

Kira sighed. She arched her back, sending her boobs skyward, but even that small movement made her gut twist. She jerked upright, swallowing hard.

‘Shit. Stay down. Sangria and whisky you need to be better friends.’ She reached for her underwear,  slivers of sapphire-red material lying on the timber floor. Carefully, super carefully, she pulled the delicate g-string up over her thighs. Satin bra next. She’d learned a lesson early on about the metal prosthetic she called a right arm. It didn’t think much of Victoria’s Secrets. The ‘armadillo’—what Kira called the intricate folds of hard metal that moved with the smoothness of oil on skin—  existed on a diet of lace and satin, always managing to catch threads between its layers and refusing to let go. The bastard thing had cost her a fortune in the beginning, but three years on Kira had it under control. Even at times like now, when her vision was blurry, and the room tilted and lurched like a motherfucker.

She stood up, defying gravity. Jeans on, zip done. A god-damn dressing genius. Shirt proved an issue. Whose idea had it been to buy something with more holes than material?  It took three tries to find the armholes; two of those attempts ending up with her flat on her back. Sangria and whisky held hands, waiting patiently at the base of her throat. 

‘Jesus. Perry’s going to kill me.’ 

Nothing new there. It was pretty much his permanent state. And yet the crazy son of a bitch had agreed to partner with her in the Wheel and Barrow.  She was supposed to be downstairs right now, behind the bar. She’d promised Perry she’d cover the midnight-till-three shift, but her promises were as empty as the fishtank in their musty back office. Thankfully, the guy was practically some kind of Sri Lankan saint.  Never bitched at her when she ditched the whole damn town of Pryden on a whim and flew off to Greece, or somewhere equally stupidly beautiful, just because she was Kira Beckworth and she could. And his lips remained sealed on nights like this. When she drank too much of the stock and decided small talk with drunk-ass customers was overrated, and she had better people to do.   

Liam didn’t cost top dollar for nothing; but damn, sex made the room stink. She sniffed her armpits. Sweet Jesus, the room wasn’t the only thing. Kira focused on the door like a magnifying glass on an ant and found her way out into the hall, up the short flight of stairs to the fire exit, and out onto the rooftop. The night sky was velvet black, dotted with hundreds of diamonds, and the breeze coming in off the desert pushed goosebumps to attention across every centimetre of her skin. 

Kira raised her arms to the view. ‘Hell yes.’ 

The town of Pryden was a small blob of light in the wide expanse of curving, undulating sand hills that spread out forever around it. Somewhere off to the east, and hidden in the crux of a mountain range, was the Facility. And in that sterile, high-tech, boring-as-bat-shit place sat Kira’s sister, Blake. 

The great and wondrous Blake Beckworth. The goddess of bioengineering. The reason anyone paid Kira two seconds of attention. The gossip mags had fallen in love with the idea that nothing about Kira was real. That her grief-stricken genius sister Blake had created a masterpiece in her biotech nirvana after the accident: building an android version of her dead sis to dull the pain of her loss. 

Yeah, right. The sisters both knew Kira wasn’t the one Blake would have recreated if that had been an option. Nope. Their father would have won that competition, hands down. But he was dead. Entirely and completely. Kira had been close to it, so fucking close the demons in hell were probably putting up the welcome signs, but then the aliens said yes to handing over some of their precious, funky metal and Blake had brought Kira back from the brink, like a shiny new toy.

Still, the world preferred to believe Kira had stepped over that brink. And apparently it was a thing now, trying to get into her pants to see if she had a robo-muff.  Kira flashed her lady garden on a regular basis to prove she didn’t. She was a real girl, god-damn it. But her plan had backfired. The press loved a crazy rich bitch. Especially one whose rarely-sighted, brainiac sister was holed up in a place whose security and secrecy were whispered about on a regular basis. No one gave a shit about Area 51 anymore; it was all about the Facility.

‘And sometimes conspiracy theory nutcases are right,’ Kira told the night sky.  

She tilted her prosthetic arm back and forth. Overhead, the moon was a giant half-ball of silver light, but the armadillo didn’t give a fuck. When light hit the metal it kind of soaked it in, dulling down the brightness to something insipid and barely there at all. Like a five-fingered black hole. Her heart was made of the same stuff. The chunk of metal in her chest didn’t beat, didn’t flutter, didn’t race. Brilliant as they all may be—Blake, and her little extra-terrestrial friends—they were also assholes. The aliens had the technology to wing their way from one distant universe to another, yet they couldn’t come up with a way to make her heart beat? It did its job silently, keeping her blood flowing with the quietness of a tomb. 

And what was with the no fingernails on the armadillo? Smooth nubs. Just bloody creepy. Sure, Blake had put fingernails into the faux skin she wanted Kira to wear over the prosthetic, but there was as much chance of Kira wearing that fucking awful sheath as there was of Blake actually calling to see how the hell her sister was. 

Kira fixed her eyes on the stars overhead. One in particular, a bright little splat directly above them. The rest of the universe rotated around it in a slow, torturous circle. She braced against the back of a faded chaise lounge, determined to keep looking. Something about the wide-open space, the endlessness overhead, never failed to give her the feels. If she could, she’d jump into that nothingness and let it take her. Let it swamp her, suck her down into the black hole that was already a part of her. The one she should have stayed in after that fucking car crash.

Sangria and whisky hit the back of her throat in treacherous unison, and there was no stopping the evacuation this time. Deep red vomit made preschooler paintings on the concrete. Wiping her mouth, Kira sighed. 

‘Such a waste.’ She straightened, throat tingling with the sting of bile. ‘Okay, let’s do this. Perry is going to shit kittens if I don’t help out. K, you’ve totes got this.’

And after three attempts at the door-handle, she did. The stairs were trickier. Who the fuck put oil on these bastards? The music from the pub made the wooden stairwell vibrate, meaning no one heard her screech when the third step from the bottom rose up and slapped her on the ass. Kira punched it, metal on wood. No contest. The step suffered the loss of a chunk, splinters spiking out like broken bone. With the pain receptors on her prosthetic set to their lowest level, Kira grinned and gave the nasty woodwork a one-fingered salute. The music shut off at the same moment.

‘Kira, are you okay? Where are your shoes?’ 

Kira jerked, her spine slamming against the next step up. ‘Fuck, Perry, you trying to make me piss my pants?’

The man standing over her rolled his eyes. ‘You handle that quite well on your own. Thanks for covering the shift for me, silly cow.’

His accent was god damn heavenly, rising up and down like one of those pretty wooden ponies on a carousel. 

‘I was just coming to take over,’ she said.

‘The bar just closed.’

‘Why did you close it so early?’

‘Oh bloody hell, Kira.’ Perry sighed, but there was a flash of pearly whites. Kira pursed her lips, moved in for a kiss, but Perry screwed up his face. ‘Shit, you stink. Kira, listen to me.’ 

‘No. I own more shares in this place than you do, so shut your pretty mouth.’ 

‘Bitch.’ More pearly whites, bright as a damn supernova. The dude needed to ease up on the whitening treatments.

‘Don’t you forget it,’ Kira said. ‘Talk to me, P-man. Tell me about rainbows and kittens.’

Sweetness and light were good. They chased back the darkness. Darkness sucked balls. Way down here, at the bottom of the bottle, it had a harder time reaching her, but she wasn’t always as invisible as she’d like. Perry gripped her hands, his slender fingers making hers look like chunky sausages. 

‘K, I’ve got to tell you something and I don’t think you’re going to love it,’ Perry said.

Kira touched her flesh fingers to his sculpted beard. Jet-black bristles against fawn skin. Match made in heaven. ‘You’re pretty. I’m going to buy you a boyfriend.’

‘I know, you keep saying, but I can find my own. Thanks anyway.’ Perry swiped away another attempt to touch him. ‘K, focus. Rossiter called.’

This was one of those times when a heart would thump. ‘Why the fuck would He-Man do that?’

Built like a brick shithouse, Rossiter was Blake’s not-so-friendly bodyguard. Admittedly, the man was an impressive chunk of Samoan Canadian manhood, with an impossibly shiny bald head. 

‘Blake wants you at the Facility,’ Perry said. 

Wasted to sober in warp speed. She slumped against Perry, and her cheek found the solid warmth of his chest. Being a short-ass had its advantages sometimes. A resting place where she could gather thoughts that had just scattered like dropped marbles. Never huge on conversations, Blake had offered her nothing but a rare hello for near on twelve months, dropping even that for absolute silence since the whole Eron thing. 

The Eron thing.

What a cluster-fuck that turned out to be. So she’d taken an alien off-site, what was the big damn deal? No harm, no foul. She’d made sure to take him where he’d blend in. Where everyone else was every bit as freakish as he was. He’d turned heads, only because those eyeing him off wanted to give him head.  The dude was bored shitless in the Facility. She’d barely had to beg when it came to persuading Eron to go against his precious captain’s orders and sneak out. Once upon a time the aliens had been hired out as some kind of crack SWAT team. The occasional ‘mission impossible’. Sold as fucking super-soldiers. People paid top dollar for ‘genetically-enhanced humans’ to clean up their shit, and it meant the aliens didn’t go stir-crazy with boredom. But for whatever reason, that hadn’t happened in a year or so. And Eron had been in desperate need of distraction. And attention. 

She’d been more than happy to oblige with delivering that attention. Any way he liked it. And he liked it in many ways. 

Shit. Kira ground her forehead into Perry’s chest. Don’t go there. No. Nope. 

‘Kira, did you hear me?’ Perry cradled her tight against his body, lifting her off the ground and moving them both down the hall. The guy was slender as a reed, but strong as a fucking ox. Kira was also practically an Oompa-Loompa which made things easier.

‘Your words don’t compute,’ she told his chest hair. This part sucked harder than a Dyson. Not being able to tell Perry about the shit that went on behind the very, very high gates of the Facility. Even her best buddy thought the place did just what it said on the label, ‘engineering and robotics design’. Perry had no idea that the willowy guy with the impossible-to-look-away-from lips Kira had brought in a couple of times was even more out of this world than he appeared.

‘This is a good thing right? Blake wants to see you.’ Perry grunted his way through a couple of doorways and the smell of stale liquor hit Kira square in the nostrils, making an unstable belly even more so. 

‘Probably just to ream me for maxing out the credit cards.’ She shrugged. 

But Blake wasn’t calling her in at four in the morning to chat about credit cards. Kira had been spending her share of Facility profits from the moment she’d woken up with a prosthetic arm, unbeating artificial heart, and irreparably guilty conscience. Blake didn’t have time for menial things like overspending. Or sisters. 

‘Jesus, K.’ A lock of Perry’s product-laden hair slipped over his forehead. ‘Help me a little here. Walk.’

Somehow she did. One bare foot in front of the other. Where the hell were her shoes? 

In the alleyway beside the pub sat a sleek white vehicle, one gull-wing door raised for her arrival. Giving her no time to escape, Perry shoved one of his favoured jackets at her - a glorious vinyl I’m-trying-to-be-badass creation with studs and all.  He tapped the gull-wing and waved at her as it slid down and locked her in a sweet-smelling, beige leather prison. 

‘Asshole!’ she shouted at the closed window. Something burned deep in her belly. This hangover was going to suck on a monstrous scale.

The automated vehicle rolled forward, taking a left out of the alleyway and heading out of town. Pryden was barely fit to be called a town, just a single main street with a sprinkling of suburbs around it, and by the time Kira had hauled herself upright again they’d hit the outer limits and cruised into the desert. A liquorice strip of road ran ahead, disappearing into the burnt-orange bumps of the desert. The road would take a couple of twists and turns, then run dead straight for twenty kilometres, all the way to the first security gate of the Facility. 

The faintest hint of powder-pink blush stained the horizon. Time for vampires to be heading indoors. Kira opened the window, ignoring the posh English-accented voice that advised her not to, so as to retain optimised conditions within the vehicle. 

‘Screw you, car lady.’  Kira hung her head out the window and the knots in her already mussed-up hair had triplets.  The chill from earlier had disappeared under the more familiar heavy warmth of the approaching day. Car lady was right, it wasn’t optimal out here but Kira would be damned if she’d admit defeat to an autonomous vehicle. She narrowed her eyes against the blast of rushing air. Rossiter had the car set to a nice little pace. Whatever Blake wanted, she wanted it in a hurry. For ten minutes Kira enjoyed being pummelled by the wind.

A tinkling of bells announced the rise of a screen on the dashboard.

‘Answer.’ Her every wish was the car’s command. And every wish could be uttered without going anywhere near the steering wheel. Kira and driving were not good friends. Not anymore. Last time she drove, someone died.

A familiar face filled the screen. Rossiter, the incredibly annoying hulk. Kira tucked her feet up on the seat and nodded to him over the top of her knees. The dude had an enviable talent of raising one dark eyebrow, a talent he was showing off to full effect right now. 

‘Kira.’

‘Good morning, Rossiter, you beautiful slab of man.’ Spittle flew from her mouth, onto the screen. Right over Rossiter’s left eye. She laughed and instantly regretted not taking a bathroom break before leaving the bar.

‘You’re still drunk.’ Rossiter regarded her with stony hazel eyes, and the eyebrow danced. 

‘It’s four on a Saturday morning, what the hell else would I be?’ Kira dragged her gaze from the gymnastic disapproval of the eyebrow and glanced outside. Up ahead loomed the low mountain range that ringed the Facility. ‘What the fuck is going on? Why is Queen B summoning me? I’m busy as shit.’

‘I don’t question Blake’s requests.’ Rossiter lifted his planet-wide shoulders in a surprisingly delicate shrug. ‘I just follow them.’ 

‘Okay, whoa, I don’t need to know about your special, private body-guarding stuff. Keep that in the bedroom.’

‘Are you finished being juvenile?’ His eyebrow was at full attention. Quite impressive.

‘Probably?’ Alcohol and unease gurgled in Kira’s stomach. ‘Am I?’

‘Yes. You are. Now pay attention.’ The big guy had a habit of going all boot-camp instructor on her. She blamed steroids. Usually. Today though, he seemed less irritated and more distracted. He kept darting a look at a tablet he held.

‘Attention being paid, sir.’ She saluted him.

Hulk-Rossiter had a button nose that was almost adorable, especially now when he screwed it up. ‘You need to get down there while the spacemen are at prayers.’

Curiosity surfed over trepidation, and Kira leaned forward. The aliens held a prayer service every morning at five, like clockwork. Their captain, a.k.a Mr Asshat, made them pray to some god of theirs for an hour. Eron had never given details, and Kira didn’t want them. Other things to do. 

To him. To his bits. And then him to her bits.

Shit, damn it, shit. Don’t go there. 

‘You do know that’s kind of…racist…or alienist…or something,’ she said. ‘It pisses them off, calling them spacemen.’

Eron had told her he hated the word. Almost as much as he hated being poked in the belly in the mornings. But it was so irresistible. His belly, not the word. Just the right mix of muscle and softness. So silky. And as for what lay lower, well hello sailor. Whatever moisturiser they used on that planet of theirs, Syrana, she needed the formula. 

Holy Christ in chains, what was wrong with her? Sober up. 

‘Kira, pay attention for god’s sake. The car will take you to the Quartermain entrance, I’ll meet you there. Once the spacemen are at service, I’ll take you to Blake on level eleven. ’ 

‘Roger that.’ Kira saluted him again. ‘Whoa, hang on a gosh-darned second. Level eleven?’

Two kilometres underground,with far more concrete and rock and steel between fresh air and freedom than she cared for. Made her chest tight thinking about it. 

‘See you at Quartermain in fifteen.’ Rossiter signed off, leaving her glaring at a black screen. 

‘Dick!’ Kira slumped into her seat, and the bongo drums in her head grew louder. Level eleven. Jesus. Kira hated being under bedcovers, let alone underground. 

The car shot past her all-time favourite tree. A lone cactus, giving a one-fingered salute to the world in a giant, prickly display of defiance; set far apart from its clustered brothers and sisters that formed packs across the desert landscape. 

Sighting the rebel of the cacti world meant the first of the Facility’s three security gates was about a minute away. The hired guns behind blackened windows would watch her speed past, already aware she was coming from the moment Perry had shoved her into the car. A drone had probably filmed her throwing up on the roof-top. Hell, one had probably filmed Liam’s liaison with her vagina. Keeping big secrets at the Facility meant stealing everyone else’s.

Kira flopped across the back seat. ‘Home sweet god damn home.’ 		








CHAPTER TWO


[image: Cuneiform E]ERON OPENED his eyes to an emerald world, and awesome, terrible dread filled him.

‘Brandis mer.’ The Syranian curse flew from his lips with the sharpness of an arrow.

There were two places he should not be at this present point in time. One of them was Lahar’s shrine on level ten, in the depths of the Facility’s underground. Yet, here Eron lay, intolerable fool that he was. Splayed out like a carcass at the base of the petrified tree stump that took pride of place at the centre of the Syranians’ place of worship. Eron had come here last night with the intention of spending a quiet few hours in repentant prayer. Beyond all comprehension, he had fallen asleep in the early hours of the morning.

Flickers of green light shimmered against the glass walls and ceiling and danced across his pale skin. Eron moved to rise, lifting his long limbs. Sudden and shocking pain halted him. It was as though ice had found its way into blood and bone and broken into untold numbers of razor-like shards. The level of discomfort was unfamiliar, a far distant memory from a life he barely recalled. When Eron had been appointed as god-soldier to the deity Lahar, he’d been gifted with a preternatural tolerance for pain and a remarkable capacity for healing. Now though, the only remarkable thing was the level of agony he endured. 

Eron dragged himself the short distance to the nearest wall, pressing long fingers against the cold glass and using the leverage to raise himself to his feet. He got to his knees and could go no further. Though the Waters did not touch his skin directly – running as they did within the glasswork – the fluid’s power reached inside him with taloned fingers and radiated beneath his pale flesh. The mighty and divine Tier Waters were, as the humans would say, liquid gold. Once, a long while ago, there had been Waters enough to create a flowing, transcendental river that connected the realm of the gods, to the universes containing Earth and his own planet of Syrana. The gods had moved freely between worlds, playing their games upon them. 

The blessed Tier Waters had long since dried up on Earth, and it was not until Eron and his fellow Syranian god-soldiers had brought their precious cargo across the vastness of space, losing their sister ship and all its crew in the process, that the rare liquid once again flowed here, in the confines of the shrine, and the depths of the ancient well hidden in the depths of the Facility.

Eron stared up at the domed roof of the shrine and forced a breath through the intolerable spasms. Carved into the glass above him was Lahar’s glaring totem. A Precon beast native to Syrana. The predator resembled the rats of Earth, if those creatures were to mutate grossly in size, grow an extra eye and sprout a tail layered with spikes containing enough poison to fell a Syranian army.

‘Forgive me, my lord.’ 

His tongue betrayed him with human words, but Eron couldn’t find the strength to admonish himself. The Precon eyed him with nothing resembling forgiveness. They were creatures feared for their inherent cruelty, known to leave their prey hovering on the brink of death whilst they consumed it. The priests of Syrana’s temples had chosen well when selecting Lahar’s totem.  As one of the last three Living Gods—deities still tethered to the corporeal universes—Lahar’s desperation to transcend to the next realm manifested in his subjects as a thirst for cruelty and brutality. This black lust had seen Eron’s home planet embroiled in war, both within and without, for the most trivial of matters. Any excuse for conflict was grabbed at and clenched with relish. It did not matter what the battles were fought over, so long as they were fought. 

And it was Lahar’s desperation that had brought Eron and his brothers to Earth. The Living God sought to curry favour from one of the transcended deities, Ereshkigal, in the hope that it would expedite his own rise to the next realm. Lahar bowed to the goddess’s will, playing her game here upon the Earth.

Eron had been wrenched from his world, his family, for a god who wanted nothing more than to abandon Syrana altogether.

Lahar’s would-be patron had a totem here in the shrine, too. Ereshkigal was represented by an Arabian wolf whose enormous eyes let nothing go unnoticed. The air was thick and freezing in Eron’s nostrils, his breathing challenged. He’d lingered far too long in close proximity to the Tier Waters. The body-hugging shirt he wore usually insulated him well against natural temperature fluctuations, but a very unnatural chill enveloped him now. Limbs weak, he knelt on hands and knees. Eron blinked against the lights in his vision, fighting the encroachment of unconsciousness. Cold splinters made light work of his innards, and his bones were brittle with the chill. How ludicrous that he had survived divine anointment and travelled breathtaking distances across space, only to freeze to death in Lahar’s shrine whilst seeking to repent.

Kira had called the shrine a fancy-ass shower stall. On the one occasion he’d been foolish enough to bring her here she had laughed carelessly, and threatened to disrobe beneath the harsh glare of the divine totems.  Eron groaned, pressing his hands against the glass. Now he was an even greater fool, to allow thought of the girl to enter his head. Kira was the very reason he was here, alone and repentant. Two months ago he had defied the Captain’s orders not to leave the Facility. He had indulged himself in Kira’s company, both beyond the high walls of the compound, and in the warmth of her bed. Eron’s punishment, when his exploits were discovered, had been swift and uncompromising. He was subject to the undisguised abhorrence of his fellow god-soldiers, and banished to his quarters for weeks, but worst of all, far worse, was his exclusion from the First Meld. Last night, he had been barred from standing with his brethren as they gathered about the well on level eleven and watched the Messenger bring forth the first of the gallu sent from Ereshkigal’s realm, Kur. 

He’d been excluded from the very task that had brought him here to this world.

 And yet, not a day passed when he did not wonder how Kira fared. 

Fingers gripped Eron’s upper arms, and his shoulders were lifted from the ground.

‘Eron, do you hear me?’

He recognised Bel’s deep Syranian tone. Eron let his eyes flutter open. Bel stood over him, his outline silhouetted by a soft green glow, his ebony skin morphing him into a shadow. The world seemed dulled, barely recognisable.

‘I hear you.’ Eron’s reply clicked with the rapidity of his native Syranian tongue.

Bel crouched down, lifting Eron’s arm and draping it across his shoulder.

‘Stand, Eron. Get to your feet.’

Eron didn’t make a sound as he was lifted to his feet, Bel taking his weight across his shoulders. Their progress down the short flight of stairs, out of the shrine and into the greater expanse of the Orientation Room, was an ungraceful affair. Eron’s weight was no issue, there being far too little of it, but his height and disabled body gave Bel some trouble. All the Syranians were tall in comparison to the humans, but Eron was the tallest of the group by a good half metre. Bel cursed under his breath as he tried to negotiate Eron’s barely cooperating limbs. Once clear of the shrine Bel released him. Eron’s knees met the concrete.

‘How long have you been in there, you fool?’ Bel said. ‘Are you without any sense?’

A moot question that Eron did not answer. At least his breath came now without the sensation of knives slicing through him. He lifted his head. Bel was alone. No sign of the captain, or any other. That should have gladdened him, but he didn’t have the energy or inclination for such an emotion. A dark, inky feeling embraced him. He’d come down here last night to slip out of the grip of isolation, to distract himself from his exclusion. It seemed the shrine had merely enhanced his depression.

‘I do not need assistance.’

Eron’s attempt to stand failed, but to his relief, Bel did not offer further physical assistance.

‘I would disagree, Eron.’ Bel retied his loosened jet-black hair, as always pulling it tight enough to lift the skin around his eyes. ‘You are lucky it was I who came to begin preparations for service this morning. Parator and Gren might not have been so amenable.’

The Orientation Room was a sparsely furnished space with bare walls and floors and Bel’s voice seemed to reach every corner.

‘A veridical observation.’ Eron clutched at the back of one of only two low-set chairs available. ‘I thank you for your assistance, Bel.’

Eron burned to ask him of the First Meld. Had the goddess loosened a creature of Kur upon the Earth? A gallu had not walked this world in thousands of years, the Tier Waters had not flowed for equally as long. And if the Meld had been fruitful, did the carapace do as it was designed? Was the creature now held imprisoned?  

He’d thought perhaps he might have sensed the Meld. That at sometime during the long, lonely night such a magnificent event would write itself upon the air, or flow within the Waters captured in the walls of the shrine.

Lifting a shaking hand, he pushed back a strand of silver hair escaped from a careless topknot. Bel’s eyes rested on Eron, and there was a noticeable softness in the gaze. Bel was the only one of his fellow god-soldiers who had shown some kindness after Eron’s indiscretions with Kira became known. He may well answer Eron’s question about the First Meld, but he could not bring himself to speak. He found it difficult enough just to breathe.

‘I understand how difficult last evening must have been for you,’ Bel said, as though reading his thoughts. ‘To be kept from the First Meld is no small thing. But this behaviour will see you no closer to inclusion, brother. You must get a hold of yourself. Show yourself to be worthy, if there is to be any hope you will be allowed a presence when it is time for the Four to Meld.’

Eron nodded. Breathe. It was only just beginning. He breathed deeper. The First Meld was but a trial, a test of all things: the carapaces, the Tier Waters, the Messenger, and the abilities of the god-soldiers. The unfortunate gallu sent by Ereshkigal for the First Meld was a tool only, a disposable resource. A nothing compared to the Four who would come, if all went well. 

Slowly the chill seeped from him. The Water’s terrible grip slackened. Believing himself steady enough, Eron released the chair. A rush of vertigo swept over him, and the room tilted. Bel grasped Eron by the elbow and applied just enough force to keep him upright. Turning to thank him, Eron noticed Bel’s gaze drop to the small tattoo Eron bore on his right wrist: a small stain of black against translucent white skin, shaped to resemble a paw print. On his final night out with Kira she had convinced him of the necessity for such a permanent marking on his skin. He’d settled on the design easily. 

The very first time he’d made his covert way from the Facility with Kira, they had happened across an old, thankfully near-sighted, man walking his animal companion. A dog. The creature had not run from Eron; it had licked him, pawed his leg, and demanded he pat its head. It had wanted to be near him. It was unafraid. 

Even now, despite all that ensued when he and Kira had returned to the Facility many hours later, the memory still bestowed an odd calm. And he did not enjoy the disapproving way Bel stared at the marking.

‘You could have that removed,’ Bel said.

Eron pulled his arm away.  ‘What point? The damage is already done.’

‘Indeed.’

Eron had been as high as the proverbial Earthly kite when the Captain had found him that fateful night, lost in the all-too-familiar corridors of the Facility. He’d been sweaty after long hours spent dancing in an enclosed space with flashing lights and pounding music. The space, a club Kira called it, was one where Eron’s oddness mingled astonishingly well with that of the humans around him. He’d been mostly left to his own devices, save for the occasional hand upon his buttocks when Kira left him alone to purchase more alcohol. 

‘You need to leave the Orientation Room, Eron. The others will be here for Service within the half hour, you must not be present.’

Bel stooped to pick up the jacket Eron had discarded at the foot of the stairs hours ago and handed it over. 

‘Will you tell me…Bel…was the First Meld completed?’ Eron croaked, his curiosity overwhelming him now he could think with some clarity. He took the jacket from Bel, barely noticing the weight of it in his hand.

Bel fiddled with the buckles upon his vest. His lips were pressed tight. An answer seemed unlikely. 

All at once, Eron was achingly tired. Too tired to stand there like a desperate animal waiting for a scrap. He turned and walked away. He’d almost made his unsteady way to the door when Bel finally answered.

‘The First Meld was a success,’ Bel said, low and quiet. ‘The Messenger brought forth the gallu sent by the goddess, and the creature has been fixed into the Technician’s carapace. So far, there is no reason to believe it will escape its confines. The design is holding well. We expect that we will be able to commence training with the mea stones imminently.’

Eron’s senses were tingling with his excitement. ‘And the Messenger, the boy, he survived?’

Tamas Cressly was not a boy. He was a young man, and the Facility’s owner. He had inherited the compound at the death of his mother from cancer of the breast several years earlier. But his extremely reserved nature made him seem juvenile. Tamas and his mother, a formidable woman named Alea, were the last descendants of the ancient Abgal, seven holy sages created by the gods to serve as Messengers: human conduits, living bridges between the divine and the human. With all of Earth’s gods having transcended to the next realm, their interest in the corporeal worlds lost, the bloodline had become weaker and weaker through disuse. Tamas was the last of his kind, and his apparent disinterest in human company suggested offspring to be highly unlikely. 

‘The Messenger survived,’ Bel said. ‘Drained, as one might expect from such an effort, but functioning well enough. There is an expectation that he will be able to conduct the Meld of the Four when the time comes. By the grace of Lahar, soon it will be done. The Four shall be brought back to this world, and their hunt will begin, as the goddess wishes.’

Eron stood in perfect stillness, his hand raised over the sensor which would release the doors. 

‘By Lahar’s grace, so it will be done,’ he whispered. 

Eron stepped into the main corridor, and the doors closed behind him. The First Meld was a success and Eron had not been witness to it. The bitterness swept through his dual stomachs. Eron pinched the tattoo, dug his fingernails into his skin, willing it to hurt. There was nothing.

He spoke to no one as he made his way back up to level eight, to his own quiet room. There was no one in his elevator for the short journey, and when he stepped out onto the silver-carpeted foyer of level eight, the security guards there gave him a nod but said nothing. Which suited Eron just fine. He made his way to his room, furthest down the arched corridor. The walls were painted in the starkest white, and framed paintings of landscapes, various locations around Earth, had been hung along them. The air-conditioning hummed overhead, pushing out filtered air, never altering from its steady pattern. Entering his room, he pulled off his jacket and threw it onto the uncomfortable, but apparently expensive, leather couch that took up most of the space in the main room. He had two intentions. Shower. Sleep.

He stripped off the rest of his clothes and stepped into the cubicle. Jets of hot water rushed at him from vertical and horizontal angles. If he were honest with himself, he’d admit he was not sorry to be missing Service. Exclusion from the Syrana’s daily session of worship was the least vexing of his punishments. 

Eron watched his slow-to-colour skin move to a soft pink shade beneath the water’s heat, his thoughts drifting to the Meld. It must have been a magnificent sight, after thousands of years of absence, the gods stirring once again on this minuscule, lonely world. And soon the god-soldiers would begin to practice the Bind. 

He stared at the droplets of water streaming around the sand-coloured stone embedded on the underside of his right forearm, not far from his tattoo. It was not much bigger in size than the paw print. No moisture clung to the smooth surface of the mea stone, the water repelled by the power of the relic. It was one thing to bring a gallu into this world, but it was another to control it. The Bind would
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