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    For the readers who followed the journey and kept turning the pages, and to Daniel, who stayed by my side through all the madness.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Lilith in Songs of the Sage (4Q510-511)
Her house sinks down to death,
And her course leads to the shades.
All who go to her shall not return
And find again the paths of life.
Proverbs 2:18–19
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Gloria could not believe they were actually doing this. 

The four of them had done a lot of crazy stuff. Back in middle school, Marika once set all the crickets from the science lab free, claiming it was a plague from God to get school canceled. By junior high, Esperanza was reading tarot cards behind the bleachers for cigarettes. She convinced the most popular girl that her destiny was a life of poverty and six kids. 

But this was different.

This felt dangerous.

Gloria sat on the floor near the end of the bed in Danni’s room. “Are you sure it’s going to work?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly. In front of her, all the girls were moving around the room, collecting things and throwing them into a bag. 

“Yes,” Danni nodded, shoving in a book of matches. “If we have any chance of bringing my mother back, Marika says it has to be tonight. The book she took from her dad will help us. We need to do this. Marika hesitated before she gazed expectantly around the room. “Danni, where is the stone? Do you have it?” 

“Yeah,” Danni pulled a necklace with a large red stone surrounded by tiny diamonds and handed it to Esperanza. Marika had told them that the stone was similar to the one in the book. The one that would bind the spell. “I had to sneak it out of my granddad's chest. We have to return it tomorrow before he gets up.” Danni looked over at Gloria, “Did you bring the copper pot and herbs?” Gloria nodded.

Esperanza held out two long, sharp needles and a handful of cotton balls. “What is that for?” 

“If we can’t get enough blood, we use the cotton to soak up what we can. 

Gloria grimaced, “No one said anything about blood.” 

Esperanza sighed, shoving the needles into the cotton and placing them in the bag. “Everyone knows that any good spell requires blood...idiot. It’s a magic thing.” She said matter-of-factly. Marika hesitated before glancing around the room. “Where is the Holy water?” Gloria shifted nervously on the floor. “I couldn’t get into the Catholic Church to get any. The door was locked.” Marika's face scrunched into a scowl. “We have to have the Holy water.”

Gloria piped in, “Well, if we get some plain water from the faucet and pray over it, it’s the same thing. It’s the prayer that makes it holy... After all, that's all the priest does ...you know...pray over it.”

Danni shrugged, “I’m in.” Marika sighed again, “It will have to do. Do any of you know any prayers?” “My granddad has a bible in the living room,” Danni answered. Esperanza rushed from the room to return with a white leather book almost as wide as the counter. 

Gloria reached for an old soda bottle, held it under the kitchen faucet, and rinsed it before filling it with water. She put a piece of plastic over the top and secured it with a rubber band. They all stood around the bottle, now placed in the middle of the table, joined hands, and prayed. Everyone waited in suspense for a minute. Gloria wondered aloud, “Is something supposed to happen?” “No, it’s not like it fizzes up and a halo rises off it,” Danni whispered.

Gloria followed the others as they carefully placed the bottle in the bag and watched Danni run in and hug her grandfather, who was sitting in a chair beside her grandmother’s bed, holding her hand. Danni had told them her grandfather thought she was staying at her house, and that he'd told her to call when she arrived, so he'd know she’d arrived safely before he turned in for the night.  

We all left the white shiplap-covered house with faded sea-blue shutters and got on our banana-handled bicycles. They rode through the quiet streets of downtown Natchez to Canal Street before turning right onto Silver Street. The street was a downward incline that led to Natchez under the hill and the hidden path to the Devil's Punchbowl. 

Gloria remembered what Marika said about the Devil’s Punchbowl. She explained that the spirits felt more potent due to the tragic history involving enslaved people from long ago. She felt as if the spirits were around; it would help them to do what they needed to do. Plus, because Danni’s mother was originally from there, from Natchez, her troubled spirit would probably still be hanging around in the same place. So, they could pretty well kill two birds with one stone. They raced down the hill, the cool breeze off the river chilling her sweat-dampened skin. The bikes came to a swift skid, then stopped, and they all got off and pushed through the underbrush until they found the path along the riverbank. They followed until the path narrowed and they had to leave the bikes behind in the brush. 

As they moved along the path, their only light was the beam from flashlights. Around her, Gloria could see where the old stone walls had once stood, and she climbed over them into a wall of trees. A couple of days earlier, they had cut down the smaller trees and moved some of the larger logs closer until they touched. What was left was a clearing, now perfect for the ritual. Esperanza dropped the bag next to one of the logs, and they began to gather twigs to start a fire. 

Gloria had been concerned they would start a fire, but Marika had assured her the river was close and they could use river water if it got too out of control. It wasn’t long before Gloria had the fire blazing. Marika removed the copper pot from the bag and placed it on the flames. She added the holy water, then started the incantation.

Gloria could not understand the words. They sounded strange and foreign to her. After each incantation, she would add more herbs and other things from the bag she’d not seen before. After a while, something seemed to be happening. The water started boiling, and they began to see beautiful shapes in the smoke. Gloria found herself laughing at some of the unusual shapes, as did the others. After Marika added some oil to the pot, Esperanza passed the needles around, and each pricked their finger before squeezing the blood onto a cotton ball. One by one, the blood-soaked cotton was placed into the pan. More herbs and incantations followed. Soon, they were instructed to join hands. The only one left out was Danni. Marika explained it was her mother, so she had to take the stone and place it inside the pot. 

She could see that Danni was visibly upset. “I can’t because it’s my grandfather's. He gave it to me because my mother passed away before my birthday, and it was going to be a present from her. He’s going to know if it’s missing. If it’s melted.”

Marika assured her that it was not melting it down, just boiling it in the water would not harm the stone. So Danni strode over to the fire and dropped the stone inside. It immediately started boiling again. Then, this vision, the smoke came up out of it. At first, it looked like the photos Gloria had seen of Danni’s mother from when she was younger. 

The resemblance was uncanny. “I think it’s working.” Marika screeched excitedly. 

Gloria nudged Esperanza and nodded to the smoky finger. “Do you see what I see?” she asked, horror filling her voice. “Yeah! What the fuck is that thing?” Marika’s face changed from one of wonder to one of horror as they all felt it. Suddenly, Esperanza looked up, and she screamed, pointing to the sky. They all followed her gaze. Gloria could hardly describe what she was seeing. It was as if someone had taken a knife and sliced a long line in the sky over the fire. A hand appeared as it tore the sky apart. The hand reached to open the rip more with nails sharp and long. A stillness fell over the woods. 

The woods had gone eerily quiet. Then she saw a face, the most monstrous thing she’d ever seen. Marika, who had been watching Danni, looked up at the sound of their screams and began backing away from the fire. Gloria watched in disbelief as Danni started walking toward the thing in the smoke... it had turned to face Danni and was holding its arms out, beckoning. Esperanza stood and launched herself at Danni, knocking her to the ground.  

Gloria leaped from the log and began kicking dirt onto the fire, trying to put it out. All of a sudden, the bloodstone lifted from the pot as if nothing had happened. Gloria, Marika, and Danni had been right; the stone was untouched. But it began slowly spinning not vertically, but on its side, and the spinning increased in speed until the stone was indistinguishable from the smoke. Esperanza screamed, “I’ve got Danni. Put out the fire, knock over the pot.” Marika ran and tipped the pot, but nothing happened. 

Gloria screamed, “You’ve got to stop this. What spell stops it?” Marika stared at the glowing red book, then bent to touch it; it burned her hand, and she drew back. Gloria ran, grabbed the bottle of holy water, and began pouring it over the book, which sizzled, then turned black but remained unharmed. Marika kicked the pot, and it went sailing over the logs into the woods. The figure disappeared, and above them, screams and snarls were coming from the rip. Everyone's eyes were glued to the sky, and slowly, it appeared as if something was erasing the rip. The line became thinner until it was also completely gone. 

They didn’t wait. Gloria yelled, “It’s closing. We've got to go in case it decides to reopen. Marika kept yelling, “We can’t go yet,” but no one was listening. Esperanza, the strongest of them, began to cry, “No, I’m going home. I don’t want to do this anymore.” Just before they turned away from the campsite, Danni looked back toward the floating stone...still spinning. Then it stopped, and a bright red light flashed from the stone, striking them all. The last thing Gloria saw before her world turned black was blood-red eyes peering at her from the last part of the rip.

When they came to, they all looked at each other, screamed, and cried, picking up their stuff, shoving it into a pack, tripping over the logs, and then shoving everything back into the bag. Racing from the site, they sprinted to their bikes and raced all the way toward home along the path where the river seemed to have drifted closer to the bank. 

To Gloria, it appeared as if the water was trying to drag them closer. The waves resembled fingers pulling at the soil as they raced past it. But they finally made it to the paved road to the nearest park. They took the first corner to the top and threw their bikes on the grass, sat down, and started crying.  

Everyone turned and looked at Marika. Esperanza, always the one with the pirate mouth, looked at her and shouted, “What the fuck did you just do?” Marika sat, hunched over, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t know.” She cried, “I don’t know...I don’t know.” Gloria, more scared than angry, yelled, “What do you mean you don’t know? Didn’t you check it out before? But all Marika kept repeating was I don’t know. That night, everyone agreed no one would tell anyone what happened. They all agreed to go home and try to forget what had occurred. They placed their hands on top of each other and swore never to divulge this to anyone. And so, they left. Although Danni was supposed to stay at Gloria’s, she decided she wanted to go home. Using the excuse that she missed them and didn’t want to stay overnight. 

When Gloria returned home, her mother was still at work, and she went to her room. Afraid, she locked all the doors...even to her room. She got into the corner of her bed and pulled her blankets around her. When her mother came home later, she found Gloria in bed, terrified. The vision of the night is still replaying in her head. 

Days later, her mother continued to probe her about the changes she must have noticed. Gloria’s mother had what folks called the gift of second sight and knew she’d have to confess eventually. She did. The following Saturday morning, with the scent of fresh soil in the air, they began gardening in the backyard. The neighbor, Ms. Geddes, had stopped by for fresh greens, and while her mother tied the bunch together and handed them to Gloria to pass to their neighbor, their fingers briefly touched. 

In an instant, Gloria was there watching Ms. Geddes as she was lifted by a handsome man and taken over the threshold of their home. Her mother grabbed her and held her as she slipped to the ground. When she awoke, her mother was sitting next to her. Gloria confessed it all: the book, the night, the ritual. Her mother held her, crying out, “Sweet Jesus, we’ve got to get out of here.” “Why?” Gloria cried, her cheeks wet with tears. “They will look and come for you.” She said. “The ones that you should not have awakened. They will start looking for you all.” And so, in a matter of weeks, her mother quit her job, got a trailer, and hooked it to the back of their station wagon. Everything they owned was packed inside. They moved, and when asked where they were going? Her mother replied. As far away from this place as we can. California.
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Gloria

Gloria Michaels took another deep breath, willing her hands to stop trembling. She adjusted and re-adjusted her seatbelt, trying in vain to find comfort in the narrow, confining airplane seat. It didn’t matter. Nothing could mute the unease curling through her chest.

Across the aisle, a man struggled to wedge his overstuffed duffel bag into the overhead compartment as the flight attendant squeezed past him. Gloria’s gaze flicked to each face that passed, strangers brushing too close, radiating nerves, irritation, exhaustion. She always did this before takeoff, memorizing faces she might never see again if the worst happened.

They called it aerophobia—fear of flying—but the name never fit. It wasn’t just fear. It was feeling too much. Every time she touched the plane—the seat, the armrest, the tray table—the emotions of everyone on board bled through her. Anxiety. Fatigue. Hope. Dread. It flooded her senses, leaving her barely able to breathe.

She’d tried everything: psychiatrists, counselors, behavior-modification classes. None of them understood that it wasn’t the flying that terrified her—it was the people. The storm of emotions she couldn’t shut out.

And when the cabin door sealed, and the engines began their steady roar, there would be no escape.

While the other passengers ignored the flight attendants’ safety instructions, Gloria listened as though every word might anchor her against the tide that was about to break inside her. Work. She had to focus on the work ahead. It was easier that way, because facts were safer than the fear trying to consume her.

She leaned over and watched Sharon and Daris, her two assistants on this expedition, settle into their seats. The graduate students were a staple in her research department and had assisted her with the extensive documentation required for grant proposals to obtain funding for this new excavation. 

For two long years, the rejections had come without explanation. Others had arrived after verbal assurances that approval was imminent. Once, a funding packet she’d personally delivered vanished from the department’s internal tracking system and had to be resubmitted. She’d chalked it up to a clerical error. Universities were notorious for losing things. 

During those years, she had also replaced one of her assistants who’d graduated, a process she dreaded more than facing any committee.

As a well-known archaeologist, she demanded a certain level of skill. Endless lines of students and hopeful graduates filed in with résumés thick with the sites they’d shadowed, each eager to prove themselves worthy of a place at her side.

Jason Ward, her seasoned colleague, had sat in on the interviews along with Daris, a recent graduate who’d been with her the longest, slouched on her right. Most candidates had strong academic backgrounds but limited field experience, and few had any exposure to cave systems, let alone those in the Carpathian region.

Only three stood out: two men with impeccable résumés and one woman who looked far too small to carry the weight of her credentials.

Sharon Weist.

At first, Gloria had nearly dismissed her, but when Sharon began fielding Gloria’s questions, she spoke with a calm precision that turned heads. She cited digs in regions most students only read about and rattled off ancient histories as though she’d lived them. Gloria had been intrigued despite herself. Daris, on the other hand, had been hooked instantly—not by Sharon’s résumé but by the woman herself. He’d leaned forward before Gloria could finish her notes.

“Her. We want her.”

Jason had frowned, more cautious. “The other two are just as qualified. We’ll need to check her references carefully.”

Sharon had simply reached into her folder and produced a tidy list of contacts—professors from Oxford, Harvard—names that carried weight. Gloria remembered the small, confident smile that accompanied the gesture. Jason had scanned the page, hesitated, then nodded slowly. Daris smirked in victory. Gloria, tired of arguing and already seeing the promise in Sharon’s answers, gave her approval.

And that was that. Sharon had joined the team. She had instantly become an asset. Sharon had worked tirelessly with Gloria, providing the committee with documented evidence from the caves. They’d conceded their skepticism regarding her research on the Biblical Lilith, especially after the church offered unprecedented backing and half the financial support for the expedition. Gloria suspected that might have been the principal reason the project climbed to the top of the approval list—along with the success of her previous digs, which had unveiled unparalleled historical treasures and brought in substantial funding to Calmet’s University Archaeological Department, plus the publication of her books on biblical folklore.

For Gloria, each victory on paper was only fuel for the deeper chase—the myths themselves. Her career had always tilted toward making myth real. Ever since that late-night teenage dare, when she and her friends brushed too close to something she couldn’t explain, Gloria had been chasing answers. Folklore, myth, rumor... she hunted the truth buried inside them.

This was no different.

Her current investigation was inevitable the moment she first heard of the cave with ancient paintings, discovered by village children exploring the Cioclovina Cave system in the Carpathian Mountains.

The mountains were unlike any others. They were an ancient spine of stone, a crooked backbone across Eastern Europe. Their caves weren’t tourist-friendly caverns with neat trails and lit paths. They were labyrinths cut into limestone and volcanic rock, riddled with sinkholes, hidden rivers, and chambers so black they seemed to swallow sound as well as light.

Legends clung to those peaks as tightly as the mist: whispers of spirits that lured wanderers astray, warriors who vanished into fissures, and something older than men rumored to breathe beneath the stone.

Gloria was aware of the rumors and superstitions, but she also knew that folklore often hid kernels of truth. These mountains had buried more than their share of secrets.

She reached for the brown, worn leather binder holding the documents and shuffled through them before reviewing the packet that held her itinerary and other credentials, which she needed for government approval once they arrived.

Gloria confirmed that her visa was still valid and grimaced at her horrible passport photo. She frowned at the tight wheat-colored spiral curls with golden highlights that framed a face with high cheekbones and full red lips. Although it was a face that many would call exotic, it was also distinct. Her cheekbones were a result of her biracial heritage—a Native American mother and an African father. The dark, unusual violet eyes she’d inherited from her maternal grandmother were closer to deep blue than violet. Her friend Danni often commented that she resembled a new-age Nefertiti. She had her doubts.

Gloria placed the passport back into her case and adjusted her tight-fitting seatbelt yet again around a figure with a slightly rounded waist, jutting breasts, and curved hips. She groaned when the buckle pinched her and signaled a passing flight attendant for an extension. She adjusted it quickly, hoping no one would notice—until she glanced across the aisle.

He was staring at her.

No words could truly capture him, but handsome and sexy didn’t come close. His eyes, framed by thick lashes any woman would envy, held pupils that looked like voids from her vantage point. His blue-black hair fell just above his shoulders, and his chiseled face reminded her of the mythical Greek gods.

His gaze traveled slowly—too slowly—from her eyes to her breasts, the corner of his mouth lifting in a sardonic smirk before he turned to face the front of the cabin.

Gloria’s pulse thudded. A flicker of warmth startled her, sharp and unwelcome, followed almost immediately by something older... the unsettling certainty she had seen him before.  
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Chapter Two
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Gloria

Settling back, the overhead monotone last call to buckle up and turn off electronics cut her thoughts short. Jason had taken the seat beside her without discussion. He always did. The plane taxied onto the runway, and Gloria held her breath, gripping the armrest as the plane vibrated beneath her. Her stomach dropped. The plane surged forward,  climbing higher, forcing her body against the seat.

She fucking hated this part of flying. She could catalog ancient burial strata without blinking, but 30,000 feet in the air made her irrational.

Gloria took a deep breath, waiting for the medication she’d taken earlier to take effect. Her head felt overfull with every elevation as the plane climbed. She swallowed, waiting for the heaviness to ease. Next to her, Jason Ward, a fellow researcher on this excavation, reached over and linked their fingers in silent support.

She could have sworn she heard a low growl from across the aisle.

“I’ve got you,” Jason whispered softly. She closed her eyes, but his grip stayed firm until the red seatbelt light finally blinked off.

The plane jolted hard enough to rattle cups and make the overhead bins groan. Gloria’s stomach dropped into her shoes. She gripped the armrest so tightly that her nails bit into the vinyl.

It always started the same way: a quick dip, a bump of air, then the awful silence that followed—where she imagined everything that could go wrong.

Another shudder rippled through the cabin, harder this time. A metallic creak whispered overhead. Gloria swore she felt the rivets straining, her chest tightening as though the air had thinned.

She knew the statistics. She’d memorized them. None of it helped.

Around her, other passengers glanced toward the windows, pointing out the city lights fading into the distance. Gloria couldn’t look. Her fingers dug deep into the armrests. She could almost breathe when the plane finally leveled—until the first bump.

Turbulence.

Her breath caught. Bumps in the road. Bumps in the road.
She repeated it like a mantra, but it barely touched the fear rising inside her.
Attendants buckled in—smiles tight. That should have calmed her. It didn’t.

Her breath came in shallow gasps. A quick swallow of water washed down the bitter aftertaste of her medication. Slowly, the panic dulled to a hum. Her fingers unclenched. The roar of engines eased into white noise.

Exhaustion pressed in.

Her head drifted sideways until it landed softly on Jason Ward’s shoulder. He stiffened, then relaxed, letting her rest.

She woke up to a change in the cabin. The engines were steady now, the seatbelt light clicking off overhead. Gloria stood, stretched the ache in her neck, and reached for the overhead bin. The cabin air still smelled of recycled coffee and metal, and passengers crowded the narrow aisle, restless and impatient.

As she tugged her carry-on forward, someone brushed too close behind her.

Suddenly, everything went silent.

The world muted. She saw lips
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