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GODDESSES WILL RISE.

EMPIRES WILL FALL.

AND ONE GIRL HOLDS THE POWER TO CHANGE IT ALL.

It’s been six months since Deka freed the goddesses in the ancient kingdom of Otera, and discovered who she really is... But war is waging across the kingdom, and the real battle has only just begun. For there is a dark force growing in Otera – a merciless power that Deka and her army must stop.

Yet hidden secrets threaten to destroy everything Deka has known. And with her own gifts changing, Deka must discover if she holds the key to saving Otera... or if she might be its greatest threat.

“Namina Forna could be the Toni Morrison of YA Fantasy.”

Refinery 29





To all the kids who feel out of place or unwanted.
 This book is for you.
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There are four of them.

Corpses. Each one female and young – around my age, if that.

They’re mounted on stakes at the mouth of the jungle, the evening shadows spreading inky tendrils over their ash-coloured skin and bulging, distended stomachs. They almost look like dolls…except dolls don’t have black masks hiding their faces like funeral cowls, and they certainly don’t smell putrid, like animal carcasses left too long in the sun. The stench of rot wafts past, and my stomach lurches. I don’t like the odour of meat even under normal circumstances, but this – the stink of those bodies displayed among the tangle of roots and ferns… Sweat turns my palms slick, and a subtle tremor begins in my muscles. I focus on the necklace hidden under my armour, my touchstone in times like this. The mothers gave it to me some months ago to replace the one I inherited from my birth mother, Umu.

When I tug on it mentally, a replying vibration travels through me – an acknowledgement from the mothers: they’re here with me. No matter how difficult things become, the goddesses are always there, silently supporting me.

“Think we should risk takin’ them down, Deka?” Britta’s voice sounds oddly composed as it pushes against my whirling thoughts.

Just last year, she would have been in tears. She was the typical Northern farm girl then – blonde, rosy-cheeked and plump. Now, her muscles are as formidable as her curves, her skin is golden from the desert sun, and her heart is hardened against such sights. Her entire posture bristles with rage, but she remains quiet as she stares at the bodies.

I do the same, all the while steadfastly ignoring the strange heartbeat pounding in the underbrush just a few lengths from me. The person it belongs to has been there for some time now, but they’re so loud, and are making so much clamour, it’s obvious they’re not one of the jatu – the former emperor’s guards, and our sworn enemies – or any other threat, for that matter.

Perhaps the person the heartbeat belongs to is related to one of the corpses. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve encountered a grieving family member at a site like this. There are many such displays all across Otera now, warnings to women: step one foot out of line and this is what will happen to you. Each one is a bitter reminder that the longer we take to eliminate the priests and the jatu, the more the women of Otera suffer and the more our friends back in Hemaira—

I dismiss the thought by regarding the corpses’ distended abdomens. “No,” I finally reply. “They’re too far gone.” Usually, we take any female corpses we come across down from the stakes, but these girls’ bellies are swollen by the heat, which means they’re likely to explode if we touch them.

I turn to my other companions, Belcalis, Asha, Adwapa and Katya. They are nearly indistinguishable among the towering tree trunks because of their leathery black armour, which we all wear during raids, as do the gryphs – the winged striped desert cats they use as mounts. The sight is so familiar, I half expect Keita and the other uruni, our partners and brothers in arms, to stroll out of the jungle and join the group. They’re off in Hemaira, however, aiding our siege on the capital’s gates, which still haven’t fallen after six months of relentless attack.

“We continue on foot,” I say. “There’ll be traps now.”

Change, Ixa, I add mentally, speaking to my shapeshifting companion.

Deka, he agrees from underneath me, already shrinking to a smaller size. Normally, Ixa looks like a gigantic blue-scaled cat with horns jutting from its head like a crown, but for missions like these, he prefers to take the form of a small blue bird – a nightflyer.

He’s already sprouting wings when I climb off him.

As he flits into the silvery branches of a broad-leafed amarul tree, a shout rings out across the clearing: “Murderers!”

Our mysterious watcher shuffles out from the shadows, her face covered by a plain white mask, the colour of mourning. To my surprise, she’s a Northerner – pale-pink skin and hair so white, it nearly gleams in the evening gloom. Every step she takes, aided by a roughly hewn wooden cane, is heavy, laboured – she’s obviously of an advanced age, perhaps even in her sixtieth year or so. Add to that her plump, compact form and she could be any number of women from Irfut, the village of my birth.

“You did this,” she says, angrily shaking her cane at me. “This is your fault, Nuru!”

“You know who I am?” I’m so taken aback that she recognizes me as the Nuru – the one full-blooded daughter created by the mothers to free deathshrieks and alaki from the tyranny of the jatu – I forget my other concerns.

No one ever guesses my identity when I’m in my battle form, which is what I call the transformation my body undergoes whenever I’m primed for combat. Before, only my face changed: my skin mottled, my cheeks sharpened and my eyes went black from rim to rim. Now, my entire body becomes raw-boned and skeletal and my nails sharpen to claws. I could almost be mistaken for a deathshriek, except that deathshrieks are giants, their withered, humanlike bodies three times the size of a normal man, and that isn’t even including their claws, full butcher knives tipping each finger.

“Everyone knows!” the woman rages. “Deka of Irfut. The one who looks like a deathshriek as she enters battle but is human-sized. The cursed daughter of the cursed goddesses.”

My teeth grit. “Do not speak ill of my mothers.” She can say what she wishes of me, but the Gilded Ones have already endured enough slander to last lifetimes.

In Irfut, the priests told us that the goddesses were actually ancient demons who’d ravaged Otera, slaughtering entire cities and eating children. We alaki were impure because we were their daughters: we carried their golden blood, their strength, speed and a portion of their longevity. The only way to earn purity – humanity – they said, was to help the empire fight against deathshrieks, monstrous creatures drawn by our blood.

They never mentioned, of course, that deathshrieks were actually alaki, resurrected by the Gilded Ones after death in terrifying forms so that we could fight the jatu-led human forces who wanted to drive the goddesses’ line to extinction.

“Then who else is to blame for this, for my daughter—” The woman points at the leftmost corpse, and nausea twists my gut.

The corpse is markedly curvier than the others, its hair looser in texture. A tiny cleft in its chin. In another life, it could’ve been me.

Not so long ago, my curls were looser and my eyes lighter, and I too had a cleft chin. Then I moved to the Southern provinces and discarded the features I’d inherited from the man I once called Father – the grey eyes, the lightly curled hair, the chin. Now, my eyes are dark, my hair is tightly coiled and my chin is unremarkable. All that remains of the girl who was Deka of Irfut is my short stature and Northern accent, although that is now tinged with a distinctly Southern flair.

This is what it means to be the Nuru, the only full-blooded daughter of the goddesses: I can be whoever I choose.

The woman shudders with grief, tears streaming from her eyes. “My poor child. She never did anything, never once disobeyed the Wisdoms. But then you lot came, with your lies of freedom and another life for women. All she did was utter your name, speak a little of the Gilded Ones, and the priests came for her. They took her. She wasn’t even an alaki; her purity had already been proven by the Ritual. But they said she was wayward. That she would lead others into corruption. So they took her, tried to take me—”

She points again to the bloated corpse creaking in the night breeze. “Is this the freedom you promised us? Where are the goddesses you said would defend Oteran women? Where are they?”

Her pain is so great, I feel the justifications slipping from my lips. “They’re sleeping, gathering their strength, but once they do—”

“What does it matter what they do?” The woman surges closer, grief having pushed her past all semblance of fear. “Before, there were rules. We knew how to live. How to survive. Now, there is nothing. I have nothing because of you. I am nothing because of you.”

She falls to the ground at her daughter’s feet, sobbing uncontrollably. “My girl, oh, my beloved girl.”

Beside me, Nimita, a towering white deathshriek who has been assigned to our group, sighs with annoyance. Five deathshrieks accompanied us today – Katya, my former bloodsister, among them, of course, her red-spiked form distinct beside the others, whom I don’t know as well – not that I’m making the effort. So many people have died over the past few months that sometimes it seems pointless to try to forge deeper connections.

“We do not have time for this, honoured Nuru,” Nimita says, her voice a deep rumble.

Like all deathshrieks, she speaks in growls and hisses, but I understand her as perfectly as I would someone speaking Oteran. Another benefit of being the Nuru: I can understand all the descendants of the Gilded Ones and even force them to obey my commands if I wish.

I angle my head towards her. “What do you suggest we do, incapacitate her and leave her out here with all the beasts?”

“That’s always an option.” As with most Firstborn, those alaki who were born during the time of the goddesses, Nimita is a creature of expediency. Dying and resurrecting as a deathshriek has not changed that part of her.

“I will not leave her.” When I freed the Gilded Ones from their imprisonment in the mountains, I promised I would fight for the women of Otera – all women, not just the alaki. I return my attention to the old woman. “You cannot return to your home, and it is dangerous here. If you wish, I can have you taken to Abeya, the city of the goddesses. You’ll be safe there.”

“Safe.” The woman hisses out the word. “There is no safety anywhere – not any more. Between you lot and Elder Kadiri” – she spits as she speaks the name of the Southern high priest who’s now gathering the jatu armies together from all across Otera – “there’s no place any woman can hide.”

“Then how about freedom?” These words seem to catch the woman by surprise, so I quickly elaborate, using an echo of the speech my former instructor, White Hands, said to me over a year and half ago. “In Abeya, you can do anything you wish, be anyone you choose. All you have to do is make your way there.”

I give her a moment to make her decision. “Now then, will you go? Or will you remain here for the beasts to devour?”

The woman’s jaw juts. But then a small, barely yielding nod. She’ll go.

“Very well.” I turn to Chae-Yeong, a small, sleek black deathshriek with a nub where her right hand should be. She was injured before her blood turned gold, and that injury followed her across death to this form. “Return with her to Abeya. We will continue on.”

“But, honoured Nuru—” she begins, glancing at Nimita for guidance.

When the older deathshriek shakes her head, it takes everything I have not to clench my fists. I may be the Nuru, I may be the one who freed the mothers and ushered the One Kingdom into a new era, but to the Firstborn, I’ll always be only seventeen years old – a blink of an eye to their kind, who have seen countless millennia. Add to that all the deathshrieks I killed before I knew what I was, and they and many other deathshrieks will never forgive me. Never truly trust me.

So I always have to prove myself. My dominance.

I step forwards. “Now,” I insist, not even looking at Nimita.

“Yes, Nuru.” Chae-Yeong genuflects, doing the small, swift kneel I’ve become so used to, before she approaches the woman. “Come, human,” she growls, even though she knows the woman can’t understand her. Deathshrieks tend to have very little patience with humans, but I don’t blame them: it’s hard being patient with people who always want you dead.

“Follow her,” I say to the woman. “You won’t come to any harm. I vow it.”

“No.” The woman quickly steps back. When I sigh, annoyance rising, she adds, almost timidly, “Not till they have been buried. I…lack the strength to pull them down myself.”

I still, shame rising inside me. How could I forget such a simple human need? I’ve hardened much over the past few months if I cannot even recognize the need of a mother to properly bury her child.

I turn to Chae-Yeong again. “Bury them first,” I say quietly. “Then take her to Abeya.”

“Yes, Nuru.” Chae-Yeong genuflects again.

The woman nods her thanks to me, but I am already striding forward, my attention focused on the others. Time is short, and I cannot afford to spend any longer here than I already have. “Onward,” I command, pointing at the spires of the blood-red temple rising above the jungle’s mists. “To the Oyomosin.”
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It takes three hours to climb up the cliff leading to the Oyomosin, the temple named in honour of Oyomo, the false god I once worshipped. It’s an uncomfortable journey, given that the cliff sits atop a dormant volcano, the heat rising through its stones to plaster hair to skin and armour to body. I ignore my bodily discomfort by revisiting all the things the woman from before said to me about what life is like now for women in Otera. Each of her words is a painful reminder of all the ways I’ve failed since I freed the mothers: I may have defeated that first army of jatu attacking their mountain, but dozens more are already emerging. In the six months that have passed since I woke the mothers, the jatu have gathered up almost every able-bodied man in Otera and pressed them into service. Even boys with barely a chest hair to their name aren’t safe.

It wouldn’t be so worrying if we’d already conquered Hemaira, the seat of the jatu’s power, but they still control the capital, still have its gates firmly locked against us.

And now, they throw a new bloodsister from the walls every week.

Such a horror I have never before imagined, the screams of all those innocent girls as they plummet to their deaths. The jatu choose them at random from the training grounds across Hemaira. Every day, I’m certain it’s going to be someone I know, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it – not now, at least. The walls of Hemaira truly are impenetrable, but not for the reasons we were always told. Something lives inside them, a force that repels any would-be invaders with the heat of a thousand flames. It’s called the n’goma, and it’s an arcane object, an artefact from the time the mothers ruled Otera that contains remnants of their once-vast power. There are several such objects littered across Otera, but the n’goma is the most powerful of them all. It releases terrifying blasts of heat that peel the flesh from your bones the second you venture near the walls. In the days after we first freed the goddesses, I tried several times, but the n’goma was too strong.

All I could do was stand there helplessly, watching the bodies of those girls being stripped of flesh over and over again while the jatu looked down, unmoved by their cries. Worst of all, the Gilded Ones, who built Hemaira’s walls themselves, can do nothing.

Millennia of imprisonment have starved the goddesses of the worship that once fed their power. They can’t tear down the walls or even rain fire down on the jatu, as they would have in their prime. Now, they just spend all their time sleeping, absorbing prayers. The only way forwards is to either negotiate with the jatu or find a method of helping the goddesses regain their power faster so that we can rescue our sisters. Which, of course, is the reason I’m here, climbing this unscalable cliff.

The Oyomosin thrusts above me, a stark temple carved into the cliff, moonlight outlining its harsh, forbidding edges. Usually, there’s only one way to enter, the creaky wooden drawbridge just a short drop below us, but the priests always draw it up at night to prevent assailants from gaining entry.

As Belcalis and I pull ourselves over the ledge and head for the sparse patch of grass that marks the edge of the Oyomosin’s grounds, Britta’s aggravated voice rises along with the wind. “Ye know,” she huffs, lifting herself up behind us, “it’s rude to leave yer comrades behind during a raid.”

“Or,” Belcalis replies, her lithe, copper-skinned form already slipping past the pitiful copse of trees surrounding the temple, “that comrade could just forge ahead like all the rest are doing.”

She gestures with her chin to Asha and Adwapa, who are swiftly entering the temple’s grounds alongside the deathshrieks, silent shadows in the darkness.

Asha and Adwapa are twins, both midnight dark and so gracefully muscled, they seem almost a sliver against the night. The only thing that differentiates the two is their hair – or lack thereof: Adwapa is perfectly bald, her head gleaming under the moonlight, but her sister’s black hair shimmers an eerie green. The scouts who plotted our path for this mission braided the Oyomosin’s map into Asha’s hair with glowing lunar ferns so that we could see it easily as we climbed in the dark. They would have braided them into mine, but I’ve just cut my hair again, enjoying the freedom the short, cropped style provides.

Britta turns back to Belcalis and sniffs. “I’m on me menses, and ye know it.”

“So are the twins, but you don’t see them complaining,” Belcalis replies.

Indeed, both Asha and Adwapa are now walking over to the large window that’s our entryway into the temple. Hurry it up, Adwapa signs to us with battle language – a reminder. From here on out, we move in silence.

I nod as I swiftly approach the window. It’s eerily dark inside, not even a single candle to light the way, and it’s the same for all the other windows, even though I know the Oyomosin is fully occupied. The low hum of prayers has been steadily rising into the air all this while, and now, it’s accompanied by another, more worrying sound: screams. They echo from the depths of the temple, carried by waves of smoke tinged with the distinct odour of burning flesh.

A tremor begins in my muscles. The cellar… Gold streaming across the floor like rivers. The priests dragging me out to a remote field. The pyre, firewood already piled around it. Flesh splitting, burning. Pain…so much pain.

A warm hand presses my shoulder. “Should I go in first, Deka? Scout the area?”

I glance up to find Britta staring at me, her blue eyes filled with concern. “Yes,” I whisper, shame curling white-hot in my belly.

It’s been over a year and a half since I was in that cellar. A year and a half during which I uncovered my nature as the Nuru, became a warrior, defeated countless jatu… Unlike my alaki sisters, I’m a true immortal. I don’t have a final death and can recover from any injury, no matter how severe.

Why, then, am I still afflicted by this human weakness?

So much depends on me. My bloodsisters back in Hemaira, my sisters in blood and battle, all of them waiting to be rescued. All the women across Otera who are being punished for my actions… I can’t wallow in my feelings; I have to be strong. Have to prove that I am worthy of the task set before me, that I am worthy of being the only daughter the mothers chose to carry the fullness of their divine heritage.

I lift my shoulders, trying to embody this worth, but as I slip inside the Oyomosin, I feel a sudden, unnerving sensation: the tingling of my blood rushing up just under my skin, a reaction to the presence of divine blood. I’m being watched.

I whirl, trying to find the watcher, but the hallway is completely empty except for my companions. There’s no one else there. And yet the tingling is now being joined by another, more worrying sensation: a crushing heaviness, as if the weight of the watcher’s eyes has settled on my shoulders. My shoulders twitch. Whoever this watcher is, they’re not friendly – that much I know for certain.

It has to be a jatu. They’re the only other people with divine blood in Otera, apart from the alaki and deathshrieks. Any new deathshriek or alaki would have shown themself already, compelled, as they always are, by the subtle power pulsing from my body.

I glance back out the window, trying to find any hint of the telltale red armour jatu always wear. Do you see anyone? I ask the others, using battle language.

My friends immediately fan out across the hall, gazes sharp. But nothing moves.

No, Adwapa signs. There’s nothing there.

I frown, glancing around again. Perhaps it was just a figment of my imagination. This wouldn’t be the first time my senses have played tricks on me. My mind is forever latching on to inconsequential things to distract itself from painful memories. Even so, I remain alert as I make my way down the hall. There’s always the slightest chance I may be wrong.

The further I go, the darker and more oppressive the temple becomes. Flickering torches create eerie shadows on the stones, hidden passages curve into the unknown, and geometric wall carvings form dizzying shapes that merge into each other. Oyomo may be primarily revered in Otera as the god of the sun, but he is also the god of mathematics, which means all his temples are built using sacred geometry. The Oyomosin is no exception. Every stone and beam around us is a prayer, like those the priests are now calling out.

They’re coming, Katya signs when their footsteps approach.

I swiftly press myself against the wall, remaining so still, even my heartbeat slows. It’s the only precaution I take, the only one necessary, given that priests of the Oyomosin are blind. They pluck out their eyes and offer them in reverence to Oyomo when they enter the priesthood. That’s why the temple lies in darkness, why the priests wear masks of roughly beaten gold, the eyeholes welded shut, over their faces.

Thankfully, they don’t seem to notice us as they continue down the hall, intoning a hymn to the glory of Oyomo and his light upon the world.

Once they’re all gone, I motion to the others. Quickly now, my hands sign.

Everyone follows me, and we continue on swiftly through the dark, endless passages of the Oyomosin, Asha’s map leading us. We finally stop just in front of a massive door at the very centre of the temple. The screams are coming from inside, blasting through the halls, a symphony of pain and anger. I turn to the others, and they nod, not even needing me to say it.

There, just beyond the door. That’s where she’s being held.

Melanis. The Light of the Alaki.
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Even while she’s being burned alive, Melanis is still luminous.

I peer at her through the crack in the heavy wooden door, her hair shining lustrous black between the flames, body lithe and graceful despite being contorted in a rictus of pain. Once upon a time, Melanis was known as the most beautiful alaki in all of Otera. She was one of the war queens: the first four of the Firstborn children of the Gilded Ones, who were also their most powerful generals. Gold-tipped white wings like Mother Beda’s aided Melanis in soaring to the heavens, and divine light seemed to shimmer from deep inside her skin. People sang songs in her name, threw flowers at her feet. They called her the Light of the Alaki.

That was then.

Now, Melanis’s eyes, once described as translucent pools, are burned-out holes of darkness. Her lips, once heralded for their rosy sheen, have crumbled into slashes of charcoal, and her dusky brown skin curls and peels. No sign of her wings or celestial glow remains: they’ve gone the way of all the divine gifts the mothers once bestowed upon their children, back into nothingness. All that’s left of the alaki that was once Melanis the Light is a burning, screaming mass of flesh lying across the hollowed-out stone altar built directly atop the cauldron of magma below, chains of celestial gold stretching her taut over the flames as they have for the past thousand years, while moonlight shines down upon her from the glass dome in the chamber’s ceiling.

The golden-masked priests in the inner chamber intone prayers as they walk in slow, unrelenting circles around her. They don’t even seem to notice the chamber’s stifling heat as they throw sacred oil onto the pit, coaxing the flames there ever higher. The odour of burning intensifies, and my muscles clench again. I close my eyes, focus once more on the necklace the mothers gave me. It stretches from chin to chest like a neck guard, delicate threads of celestial gold interlinking to form hundreds of tiny, star-shaped flowers that double as a very light, almost weightless chain mail underneath my armour.

The Gilded Ones used their blood to create it – an everlasting symbol of their love. Like them, its beauty cannot be damaged or broken by the swords of man. Like them, it always vibrates with divine power, a steady and comforting presence. Although I struggle to feel that comfort now. The odour of burning flesh is too heavy, too overwhelming. It curls in sinister plumes through the crack in the door. My chest tightens; my breathing strains. I try focusing on the necklace again, fighting the rising darkness, until—

A mouth to my ear, words spilling out with kindness. “We’re here, Deka.”

Belcalis.

Even though she doesn’t like touching others, Belcalis’s arms are around me, holding me close. Lending me her strength. She’s the only other person in our group who’s experienced the horrors I have, so she knows what it feels like to have the memories take you over, to be held prisoner by your own mind. Her arms tighten, and my breathing slows. I’m safe. I’m always safe with my bloodsisters at my side.

Once my breathing has returned to normal, I pull myself out of her arms, then glance at the others. Ready? I gesture in battle language.

Everyone nods back. Ready, their expressions say.

I kick open the door.

The head priest, a tall, dark man carrying a staff tipped by the kuru, Oyomo’s sun symbol, whirls towards us, head cocked to listen for our footsteps. The moment he does, he snarls one word: “Alaki.”

The priests begin tapping the floor with their staffs. When the sound reverberates through me, I hiss in a breath. I know what they’re doing. It’s the same thing tree-tapper monkeybirds do when they’re searching for insects in tree trunks. “They’re sounding for us!” I shout. “Loosen formation!”

The others obey just in time. The priests attack en masse, staffs whirling in menacing patterns when they’re not tapping to sound for us. Each one seems vicious, strong – they’re all much taller and larger than I am, perhaps a deliberate choice for all priests guarding Melanis. Even then I’m not frightened – not like I used to be.

Just a year ago, the sight of men wielding weapons would have terrified me. Back then, I would shiver at the merest suggestion of violence from one of them. Now all I can see is the lack of organization; the clumsy way the priests hold their staffs, like they’ve never actually used them in battle. These aren’t hardened warriors, years of training under their belts. They’re ordinary men, men who gave up their lives in service to Oyomo, to maintaining and imposing the established order.

But I don’t make the foolish mistake of underestimating them. It was ordinary men who tortured me in my village cellar, ordinary men who killed me over and over again until White Hands came and rescued me from their clutches. There’s nothing worse than ordinary men.

I lift my atikas as I rush to meet them head-on, the long golden swords gleaming in the darkness. Carve out a path, I sign to Britta and the others. I’m going for Melanis.

Got it, is Britta’s silent reply as she barrels into the first wave, the others following her.

I keep my focus on Melanis as the atikas slice and cut, misting blood into the air. She is little more than a hand’s breadth in front of me now, her body still burning in the flames. Every time I see her there, struggling against her restraints, my rage surges…as do memories of my own time on the pyre. All that agony, that unending pain…

Burning was one of the many ways Elder Durkas and the other village elders tried to kill me after they discovered I was alaki and imprisoned me in the temple cellar. They tried nine times before accepting defeat – multiple poisonings, beheadings, drownings, dismemberments. And all the while, my human father, the man I thought was my flesh and blood, stood back and did nothing. That was, of course, when he wasn’t also beheading me himself.

His face flashes in front of me, grey and hollowed out, and my body turns cold. I force myself onward, teeth gritted as the clanging of metal blots out every other sound.

More feints and parries, sword thrusts. More priests falling all around me. Slowly, surely, battle joy – that intense state of concentration where minutes compress into seconds and hours disappear in the blink of an eye – surges inside me. All I can see now are my swords, the bodies falling under them. Euphoria rises within me as my body becomes the blade, just as Karmoko Huon, my first battle instructor, taught me. The minutes merge, time becoming a whirl of sweat, blood and corpses.

Then I’m there, before her. “Melanis…”

She’s still, body hung limp over the open pit. Now that the priests aren’t actively encouraging the flames from the caldera below, the fire has lessened just enough that it’s not fully searing her as it was before. It’s so low now, I notice what I hadn’t previously: Melanis’s entire body is glowing, a faint, shimmering white that’s distinct from the flames. I gape. I’ve never seen anything like it, not even when I enter the deep combat state and see the white and shimmering essences of all things.

Even stranger, she’s not falling into the gilded sleep – no sign of the golden sheen that covers alaki when they experience a death that isn’t their final one. But then, Melanis is a Firstborn. It takes a lot more to kill her kind than it does the newer alaki.

No wonder the priests have kept her burning for the past thousand years.

Another wave of anger crashes over me at the thought.

I nod, and Katya and Britta rush forward to carefully lift Melanis from the flames, the chains clinking as they move with her. She screams the moment they pull her from the altar, her entire body jerking from the pain, but she doesn’t fight, doesn’t even seem to truly notice us. She’s lost in her own world, as she’s probably been since the day she was first chained in this nightmare of a temple.

Torture will do that to a person.

Katya carefully wraps a cloak around the Firstborn, smothering what remains of the flames. As they die out, the burnt odour deepens, and my body clenches in response. I swiftly begin counting, another of my comforts in times like these. One, two, three, one, two, three. I am in control, not my body.

I am in control… I clench my hands into fists, squeezing so hard, the flesh almost splits. It’s just enough to root me again.

Once I’m no longer trembling, I kneel in front of Melanis, careful to move slowly as I slice a shallow cut in my palm. A thin line of gold wells up, and I smear it across her chains. The moment the two touch, the links hiss and spark, immediately melting away. Celestial gold is made from ichor, divine blood, and my blood is the only thing that can destroy it. It’s one of the purposes for which I was created: to break the prison of ichor that trapped the Gilded Ones for thousands of years in the temple they now call their home.

My blood is an antidote to ichor: it melts divine blood wherever the jatu have placed it, as they usually do when they’re imprisoning our kind.

Melanis, however, doesn’t notice that she’s being freed, doesn’t seem aware of anything as she huddles deeper into the cloak. Something inside me tenses. I remember what it was to be like that, to be so fixed in my own misery, I could barely notice what was happening around me.

I inch closer until I’m just within her reach. “Honoured War Queen Melanis,” I say, trying to attract her attention. “I am Deka, goddess-born Nuru and your younger sister. I was sent here by our mothers, the Gilded Ones. I’ve come to take you home.”

It takes some moments before my words pierce the daze. Melanis blinks sluggishly, turns to me, sacs of watery white fluid where her eyes used to be. “Are you an apparition?” she croaks past a blistered and swollen tongue.

I shake my head. “I’m here.” I move nearer, place my hand just in front of her scorching-hot cheek so that I don’t upset the skin still peeling from it.

Fresh skin is already starting to grow underneath. Healed skin. No more bleeding; no more sores. This is the power of a Firstborn. The power that newer alaki, their divine blood diluted by years of interbreeding, can only hope to one day experience.

“I’m real,” I whisper, moving closer so that she can feel my presence.

Poor Melanis. How she’s suffered all these years. My heart aches for her. Who would have ever imagined this would be her fate?

The second of all the Firstborn, birthed almost immediately after White Hands, Melanis is one of the most beloved alaki to ever live. She’s the only alaki the mothers ever gifted wings, an acknowledgement of her benevolent spirit and inspiring nature. For centuries, her golden glow was the beacon that guided other alaki onto the battlefield, the light that heralded the glory of the mothers. Just one glimpse of her was enough to convince entire armies to throw down their weapons and join the Gilded Ones’ side.

Now that the goddesses are weakened, Melanis is even more vitally important. She is the living symbol of the alaki – the very sight of her will attract others to our cause, just as it did all those centuries ago. And more worshippers means more prayers for the mothers, more food to nourish them so that they can return to their full power.

Melanis, of course, doesn’t know any of this as she moves her face into my hand, tears mixing with blood as they flow from her eyes. “You’re here. The Nuru. You truly came, just as the mothers said you would,” she says, sobbing so hard, her tears stream down her cheeks.

One of them falls, a drop so small, I notice only because a tiny gold droplet of her blood is suspended inside it. Then the tear, like a glittering dewdrop, touches my skin. Lightning jolts through me, and my body jerks, my veins sparking and seizing.

Just like that, I’m elsewhere.
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I’m in a chamber of unending white, one unlike any I’ve ever seen.

The crystal floor extends so far it becomes a distant horizon, its surface so slick I could slide across it as easily as I used to slide across the midwinter lake in Irfut. Surrounding it are high, arching columns, which hold up a ceiling that defies imagination. Instead of the usual tile or paint, a stunning sunset shimmers at its centre, the soaring red and purple colour trailed by soft, curling clouds. Divine power or skilful craftsmanship, I’m not quite sure which, but it seems strangely familiar… as does the man kneeling a small distance from me, pain in his eyes.

Those eyes – they are uncanny: black on black, with only the barest hint of whites. The rest of him is unremarkable. Short, slight, with bronzed skin and long black hair falling down his back. A kind face, soft, delicate, almost feminine, gold powder shimmering on his eyelids and cheeks. But his clothes – they’re all wrong. No Oteran man would wear a tunic so short. Tunics, like robes, must show dignity, not knees – that’s what Elder Durkas always used to warn the boys back in Irfut. Whoever this man is, he certainly has never heard the saying, because his black-and-gold tunic falls only to mid-thigh. Who is he? Why does he seem so familiar? And this place – where exactly am I?

Who exactly am I?

The question gusts through my mind, and suddenly, it’s all I can think of. Who am I? Who am I? Who am I? For some reason, I have no idea. My body doesn’t feel the same as it usually does. There’s something strange on my back. Something heavy, and bristling with feathers.

Are those wings?

“Deka?” A voice sounds in the distance.

Britta’s. I distantly place it.

“Deka,” Britta’s voice cries again when there’s no answer, “they’re coming! Move!”

The press of hands on my shoulders is enough to jolt me back to reality. Just like that, I’m inside the Oyomosin’s inner chamber again, where the others are once more lowering their bodies into the battle stance. What just happened? Where did I go? I whirl around, confused, then turn to Britta, who’s still shaking me.

“Did you see that? I was in a white room. The ceiling, it was a sky.”

“The ceiling?” Britta echoes, perplexed, taking a step back. “Deka, wha are ye— It doesn’t matter. They’re almost here.”

“Who’s almost—” The question dies on my tongue as I feel it, that tingling racing up my arms and legs.

Someone’s coming. An entire group of someones, really. And they’re all jatu. Well – true jatu, the few men descended from the Gilded Ones. Our brothers. Tension grips me as I watch the door for their approach. True jatu are faster and stronger than alaki, although they die as easily as humans do. Worse, they have an unholy alliance with the priests and all sorts of strange and insidious arcane objects at their disposal. In the past few months, we’ve dealt with at least twelve groups of true jatu using different arcane objects, each one diabolical and perverse in its own way. Could their presence be the reason for what I just experienced – that strange waking dream? The jatu have been trying to capture me ever since I freed the mothers. Could they have resorted to using arcane objects to attack my mind as another of their battle tactics?

Beside me, Melanis has cocked her head, listening to the shifting sounds in the chamber. She’s already standing on her own, her body hunching and jerking as the whites round out in her eyes and her scalp sprouts long, sleek black hair. It’s shocking; all the other alaki we’ve rescued took time to heal – weeks, months, even – but Melanis’s skin has already renewed, and her hair is already trailing down her back. Then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. As second among the Firstborn, Melanis is one of the nearest to the mothers in terms of power. Of course she would heal like this.

Deka, Ixa growls low under his breath, his scales bristling. He’s back in his massive true form, and he doesn’t like what’s happening to Melanis.

But then, there isn’t much he likes lately. Ever since our battle with the former emperor in the chamber of the goddesses, Ixa has been distrustful – suspicious of anything that might harm either me or himself.

I don’t have time to dwell on that at the moment, so I force my gaze from him back to the inner sanctum’s door, where the clanking of jatu armour has now stopped just out of view. My eyes narrow. “Show yourselves,” I command, allowing a rumble of power to thread through my voice.

The door immediately pushes open, divine power radiating like heat from the group of men standing behind it. Just as I suspected, they’re all true jatu – every last one of them.

It took me time to understand that the true jatu make up only a small percentage of the emperor’s guards, who are all known as jatu – a deliberate confusion our brothers have encouraged over the centuries so that the citizens of Otera would gradually forget their existence and abilities. Now, when true jatu and alaki engage in combat, humans think that the true jatu are simply ordinary men who have been blessed by extraordinary strength and speed. In the eyes of ordinary Oterans, the true jatu are champions specially chosen by Oyomo to protect the One Kingdom.

No one ever suspects that they and the alaki all come from the same source, and for good reason: the true jatu have very carefully hidden our shared history. In fact, I didn’t even know they existed until the former emperor, Gezo, fought me with superhuman strength. Now, I’m always on the alert for them.

Could they be who I sensed was watching me as I slipped through the Oyomosin’s window earlier? I squint at them as they make their way into the chamber.

Every single man approaching is wearing a dark, leathery suit I’ve never seen before, even though jatu are typically known for their red armour. That’s not even the strange part; the gold old-Oteran symbol on their breastplates is. It’s a series of curved, interconnected lines, with smaller lines inside each one – just looking at it makes my head throb. It’s almost as if there’s something there, a darkness radiating from under the circles. It vibrates every time I try to look at it directly, the movement so nauseating, I shut my eyes until calm descends over me, silent and blissful. I breathe into it, trying to settle myself.

Then my brain splits into two.

Suddenly it’s as if white-hot daggers are stabbing through my skull, searing everything in their path. My body is on fire, every nerve alight with pain. I whoosh desperate breaths in and out, squeeze the hilts of my atikas to ground my body in the present.

Breathe, breathe… But nothing works.

The pain just keeps spreading, my brain throbbing even more violently. I grit my teeth against it. This is some sort of jatu attack, but I won’t let it conquer me. I am the Nuru; my body will recover. This pain, whatever it is, isn’t permanent.

“Deka? Ye all right?” Britta’s concerned whisper comes just in time – a reminder: I can’t show any sign of weakness, no matter how awful I feel.

Not here, with all these jatu surrounding me.

I force my eyes to open, stumbling slightly when my stomach lurches from the effort. As I expected, the pain is already lessening, my body healing, just as I anticipated. So I take one excruciating step forward after another until, finally, I’m standing in front of my companions, who are waiting for my command.

“Nuru,” Nimita rumbles, concerned. She must have seen me struggling too.

“I’m fine,” I quickly say. “Focus on protecting Melanis.”

She’s the jatu’s true target, after all. My presence here is just a happy accident for them, an unexpected but fortunate addition.

Nodding, Nimita and the others immediately form a protective circle around the Firstborn, leaving me in the front. I’m not worried about myself – whatever the jatu may attack with, I’m no longer the weak, pitiful girl I was back in Irfut. Now, every inch of my body is a weapon, and I mean to use it.

I glance at the leader of the jatu, a bearded and armoured giant of a man carrying a multi-pronged spear, one lethal spearhead in the middle, four others surrounding it – metal petals crowning a deadly flower. The other jatu’s weapons are the same, though not as large or impressive – which I can only assume is the leader’s declaration: See how much stronger I am than the others, how much more fearsome. I’m almost amused by the sight. After being among deathshrieks for so long, I find him almost pitiful by comparison.

Still, I focus my eyes on the spear so that I can avoid glancing at that symbol. “Evening greetings. I am Deka, Nuru to the goddesses,” I say formally, threading my voice with power. “Name yourselves.”

To my shock, none of the jatu answer me.

Confusion washes over me. True jatu can’t resist when I speak to them, nor can alaki or deathshrieks – no descendant of the Gilded Ones can. They all obey the subtle waves of compulsion embedded in my voice, which are always there, even when I don’t want them to be. That’s why alaki and deathshrieks avoid me if they can help it and why my friends constantly wear armour or jewellery mixed with my blood – just my voice is enough to command them if they aren’t wearing it. True jatu don’t have any such protections. There’s no way they can be immune to me.

I summon more power. “I said – name yourselves.” The air trembles with the force of my command.

As before, the jatu don’t acknowledge me.

When the leader turns to the others and begins addressing them in a strange language instead, I gape in disbelief. It’s as if my voice slid right off him. Or, rather, slid off the symbols… I can see them now out of the corner of my eye, vibrating from every jatu breastplate. Every time I speak, they vibrate – almost as if they’re blocking me. Blocking my powers…

What exactly are those things?

Britta’s eyes are wide as she glances at me. “They disobeyed a direct command, Deka.”

“It’s the symbol they’re wearing,” I say, the pieces rapidly falling into place. “It’s blocking my commands.”

In fact, now that I think of it, when the jatu entered this chamber, they did so because they wanted to – not because I commanded it. Still, I refuse to let these jatu, whoever they are, get the upper hand.

Even as I think this, I see the lead jatu lifting his spear.

“Break ranks!” I shout, immediately sinking into the combat state.

The world around me swiftly darkens, my instincts sharpening, my senses strengthening. By the time the spear whizzes past, everyone around me has flattened into shimmering white shadows – their purest essences. My voice may frighten most people, but this – the power to reduce every living thing around me to its purest essence; to recognize every vulnerability and strength the way others do colours – is my most terrifying ability.

I glance around, taking stock of my opponents as White Hands taught me: there, a faulty knee. An overwhelmed heart. A spear arm damaged by childhood illness. All weaknesses I can exploit.

Smiling brutally, I rush forward, slicing through arms and limbs with grim precision. Beside me, Ixa does the same, powerful jaws ripping through the jatu’s flesh and armour. But it’s not enough to make a difference. I know this within moments of attacking. Unlike the priests, these jatu are organized, trained. And they’re much stronger than we are.

When Asha goes flying, thrown by one of the nearest soldiers, I hold out my hand, try one last time to use my commands. “Stop!” I shout. But the jatu just keep coming, and those symbols just keep vibrating. I hold out my hand again. “STOP!”

“It isn’t working, Deka!” Britta shouts, slamming her war hammer onto an attacking jatu’s head. “Just get Melanis to safety!”

Growling my frustration, I abandon my attempts and rush for Melanis, but as I near the Firstborn, a horrific sight reaches my eyes: Melanis has collapsed onto the floor, an awful cracking sound rising from her body.

“Melanis!” I shout, running.

There’s a strange resonance in the air, an eerie thrumming that reverberates all around me. I don’t know what it is, exactly, but somehow, I know it’s coming from her, that it’s some sort of divine power. I’ve never felt anything like this before, all that raw energy building and growing.

I hurry closer, concerned. “Melanis, what is happen—”

An explosion of pure white smashes me into the wall.

I lie there, dazed, glass raining down from the chamber’s collapsing ceiling. What in the name of Infinity just happened? Melanis falling, that explosion… My skull is vibrating, my ears are ringing loudly. Groans filter into the air – everyone around me trying to gather themselves, to rise. I try to do so as well, but my legs quickly give way. They’re as weak as jelly now. Not that I’ll let that hold me back. I have an example to set. I am the Nuru, after all.

Gritting my teeth, I force myself up, then glance around.

That’s when I see Melanis.

The Firstborn is floating high above us, the jatu leader’s severed head dangling casually from her fingers. I barely have time to comprehend this sight before I notice something else: wings. Wings of blinding white, gold tipping each feather. They’re the source of that cracking noise I heard from Melanis earlier. The knowledge slides into me like instinct – as does another: I’ve seen those wings before – felt them before. They were the weight I felt on my back when I was in the white chamber.

Could my time there have been a memory?

I’d almost written off my experience in the white chamber as some sort of waking dream – perhaps even my memory toying with me again, but now that I’m looking at Melanis, flapping high above us, I’m almost certain it was real. Melanis’s wings have returned, a divine gift hidden just under her skin. Why can’t that dream have been another divine gift, a new blessing from the mothers?

I’m in such awe, it takes a cry from Adwapa to shake me from my daze. “Deka, move out of the way!” she shouts.

I jerk back as Melanis dives sharply down from the ceiling again.

As she reaches the ground, she flexes her feathers straight out at the very last moment, and a jatu’s head goes flying, red blood arcing through the air. I gape, shocked. Melanis’s wings are like a feathery white sword, slicing through everyone around her.

Even before I can comprehend this, Melanis is swooping across the chamber again, beheading more and more jatu with great gusts of wind. The jatu scream, call for retreat, but they’re no match for Melanis’s speed. Her entire body is a blade, ripping apart jatu before they can even move. I watch, barely noticing as Britta and the others gather beside me.

Britta is stunned as well. “Would ye look at that…”

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

I glance sharply at Adwapa, disturbed, when she wipes away a fake tear of approval as Melanis orchestrates a one-sided massacre before our eyes. Unease slithers over me. Adwapa has always had a grim sense of humour, but this is just a bridge too far.

I’m not the only one who’s uneasy. “That’s grim, Adwapa, even for you,” Belcalis tuts.

Adwapa sucks her teeth. “You think they wouldn’t cheer if it was us being massacred like this?” she asks.

It’s a valid observation, except I know her words have nothing to do with the jatu in front of us. She’s probably thinking about Mehrut again. Adwapa and the plump Southern alaki were lovers back at our training ground, the Warthu Bera – casual ones, we all thought. But Mehrut remained behind at the Warthu Bera when we went on campaign and was presumably trapped there when the jatu took the city. Ever since the jatu started throwing girls from Hemaira’s walls, Adwapa’s been having nightmares – loud, frightening ones during which she calls Mehrut’s name.

We have to break open the walls of Hemaira, have to rescue our sisters from the Warthu Bera – Mehrut especially – and the only way we can do that is if the mothers regain more of their power. Which means we have to finish the jatu in this room and get Melanis out of here.

That in mind, I rush towards the jatu, but they’re already almost gone, running into the temple’s hallways as fast as their legs can take them. Melanis’s assault has shaken them, it seems.

“Cowards!” Adwapa jeers, amused.

“Come back and face us, scum!” her sister adds.

Sighing, I nod for Nimita and the other deathshrieks to follow, then turn back to Melanis, who is now walking towards me, the blood disappearing into her feathers, absorbed like water.

The sight is so unnerving, I nearly take a step back. I’ve never seen anything like that before. The winged Firstborn doesn’t seem to notice as she nears me, a beatific smile on her face. “Well, then, honoured Nuru,” she says, seeming perfectly at ease, “shall we go now? I wish to look upon the faces of our divine mothers once more.”

“Yes,” I reply, swiftly moving towards Ixa.

I can’t wait to leave this oppressive chamber and all the horrors I’ve seen here.

As I stop to retrieve a breastplate with the symbol on it for further examination, however, a strange, scraping noise claims my attention. It’s so soft – almost a whisper – but something about it chills me to the core. I follow the sound towards the pile of jatu bodies scattered on the floor, then breathe when nothing seems amiss. I turn back to Ixa, relieved… Until a glimmer of gold catches my eye. It’s a large masculine hand, slowly digging its way out of the piles of blood and viscera. It’s been severed at the wrist.

Everything inside me stills.

I watch, a distant sort of horror creeping over me, as the hand inches towards a mass of other golden male body parts, which are slowly but surely reattaching to each other, muscle and flesh stretching and wriggling like stringy golden worms.

A horrified expression falls over Asha’s face and she exhales a reedy breath. “Is that…”

I don’t answer. There’s no need, not when a pair of golden legs are now reconnecting to a very large, very familiar male torso. A long, drawn-out gargle sounds, and then the corpse gasps awake, the gilded sleep receding from his body almost as quickly as it took it over.

The jatu leader turns to us and sneers, a wicked, malicious expression that will forever haunt my nightmares. “It is as they said,” he proclaims, eyes alight with unholy fanaticism. “Idugu has chosen us to rise, to deliver Otera from the abomination it has become. To exterminate your filth from the face of the One Kingdom. I pity you, false believers of false gods. Do you know what is coming? Do you have any idea? The true gods are waking. Idugu has sent His blessings onto His sons, and now we too are immor—”

The flash of claws is the only warning I get before his head separates from his body. Blood spurts into the air. Golden blood. Just like an alaki’s.

Katya’s massive red form is trembling as she looks down at that blood dripping from her claw, then back up at me. “How is this possible, Deka?” she gasps, staring down at the man she just killed. “How is this possible?”

That’s exactly what I want to know.
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For as long as I have been the Nuru, I have known two truths: first, I can command any child of the Gilded Ones I choose, and second, true jatu, once killed, do not revive. Today, both truths have been shattered. The thought circles my mind as we fly away from the Oyomosin, now a smouldering husk atop its red cliff. Usually, we claim any place we conquer in the name of the Gilded Ones, but this time, we burned the Oyomosin to the ground. We had no choice, what with that jatu reviving the way he did. We beheaded any jatu corpses we could find as well – another precaution. Most alaki die from one of three deaths – burning, beheading, or drowning – but hopefully, two out of three will be good enough for these jatu, whatever they are.

“Wha happened back there, Deka?” Britta asks, the same question we’ve all been asking for the past hour. She’s riding behind me on Ixa, Melanis having commandeered Britta’s gryph, Praxis, for the rest of the journey.

All that killing has tired the Firstborn, though she doesn’t look it. She’s urging the winged white cat to breakneck speeds, anxious to return to the N’Oyo Mountains for the first time in a millennium.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You were there. You saw the same thing I did.”

“I saw a jatu die and revive in less time than it takes to blink an eye.” This comment comes from Belcalis, who flies on the gryph just beside us. “Even we can’t do that. How is that possible?”

That’s the exact question I have. True jatu may be stronger and faster than us, their alaki sisters, but they have only one death. They do not experience the gilded sleep. They do not come back as deathshrieks. And they certainly do not disobey my commands.

“He said it was Idugu.” Katya, on another gryph, still seems disturbed. “He said it was His blessings that did it.”

My muscles rope even tighter. Idugu is the current aspect of Oyomo – a warrior-like incarnation, born to destroy the Gilded Ones and all their daughters. We’ve been hearing rumours about him ever since our first victory against the jatu. Unlike all of Oyomo’s other aspects – Oyo, the sun god who nourishes crops and feeds worshippers; Omo, the wise god who teaches fractals, the hidden equations behind all things – Idugu is pure brutality, a deity of war and death so feared, most of his followers only ever utter his real name with their dying breath.

Every day now, more and more of his followers attack our mountain, hoping to sacrifice themselves in his name. To die in such a manner is the highest honour they can hope to achieve.

“Idugu is a myth, a magic story that the jatu tell to comfort themselves in the dead of night,” Adwapa scoffs.

“Or he is real.” I turn to the others, the memory of being watched at the Oyomosin suddenly rising again. I thought it was a jatu, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was something else? If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the past year, it’s to never disregard a possibility. “What if he does exist?” I say, finally voicing the question that’s been haunting me ever since the jatu leader resurrected right before my eyes.

“What – another god in Otera?” There’s a warning note in Nimita’s voice. What I’m suggesting is blasphemy. There are no other gods but the mothers.

“A creature masquerading as a god,” I quickly clarify.

The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. That symbol on those jatu’s breastplates was some sort of arcane object – just like the n’goma, Hemaira’s impregnable barrier.

What if there are more like it – arcane objects with power enough to mimic a god?

I whirl to the others, frightened and excited all at the same time. “The mothers were asleep for thousands of years. Much of their power was lost during that time. What if it wasn’t lost but stolen? The Hemairan emperors always knew where the mothers slept, and they had all kinds of arcane objects back then.”

“Like that symbol,” Britta says, nodding at the breastplate wrapped carefully in my pack for later inspection.

“Like that symbol,” I confirm. “Who’s to say there isn’t one that can steal divine power?”

It would explain so many things. The last time Oyomo was supposedly in his Idugu aspect, the true jatu trapped the mothers in a prison of their own blood, then created the Death Mandate, to hunt down and kill alaki. But how did they do it? How did they acquire enough power to subdue the mothers long enough to imprison them?

It’s something I’ve always wondered, and now, I fear I may know the answer.

To think, all we had to worry about a year ago was killing deathshrieks and trying to regain our purity. Now, there are arcane objects and jatu who come back from the dead. I can’t decide whether to cry or scream. Either seems appropriate, given the circumstances.

I turn back to the others: “Well, if there’s one thing I know, it’s that it’s better to get the answers straight from the horse’s mouth than to waste our time on useless suppositions. The mothers will know. Let’s ask them.”

Which reminds me… I turn to Melanis, who’s still at the front of the group, so intent on reaching Abeya, she hasn’t heard any of our conversation. “Melanis?” I call out to her. “I have a question for you.”

“Yes, honoured Nuru?” The Firstborn whirls Praxis around to meet me.

Once she’s near, I lean in. “Have you ever been able to allow others to see your memories?”

“Allow others to see my memories?” Melanis cocks her head, confused. “You mean by using a divine gift? There is no such thing, honoured Nuru. Only gods can see into the minds of others.” She pulls closer, that perfect brow furrowed. “Why do you ask?”

“When we were in the temple, I—” I stop there, guilt flooding me: I can’t burden Melanis with my worries. She was only just freed.

Even now, I can see the lingering dark circles under that golden-brown skin. She may be physically well, but she’s been through an ordeal. A thousand years burning in that temple. Her mind is damaged – fractured, just like mine. I can’t add to its weight. Not now, when there’s so much joy on her horizon.

“Nothing,” I finish. “Just an errant thought.”

I can see she’s still confused, but I just smile and motion for her to continue on. I’ll wait and speak to either White Hands or the mothers – people who truly understand what is happening. That waking dream may be yet another example of my own mind’s splintered state, but it also may be more. Either way, I have to know.

“You should go,” I continue, nodding towards the distance, where a string of mountains is appearing across the horizon. The N’Oyos. Our home. “We’re almost there.”

“Finally!” Melanis urges Praxis forward, years seeming to fall from her shoulders.

Only now, they’re pressing down onto mine. So much to do, so many questions to ask.

I glance down at Ixa, who’s been flying this entire time. Hurry, I say. I have to speak to the mothers.

Deka, Ixa says, flapping his wings faster.

In the distance, the barest hint of sunlight filters over the peaks.

Six months ago, the Temple of the Gilded Ones was a ruin, a forbidding edifice on a freezing mountaintop surrounded by a lake of salt so blindingly white, it was painful to look at in the daylight. To reach it from Hemaira, you had to cross deserts for weeks on end, skin sweltering under the blistering-hot sun, throat seizing as winds swirled the sands into massive storms. Then I woke the Gilded Ones, and they began to regain their power. With that power, the entire N’Oyo mountain range and the area around it came to life – massive trees with branches large enough to rival those in the jungles of the deepest Southern provinces, a shimmering lake filled with all sorts of fish and other aquatic life. The Bloom, we call this new profusion of life. Visible evidence of the mothers’ returning power. Even the temperature has changed, from the unending chill of the high mountaintops to the balmy warmth I remember from my days in the Warthu Bera. Where once there was only desolation and salt, there’s now life, and it lifts my tension just a little when we near those familiar peaks, the crags outlined by softly glowing balls of light that bob and dance like
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