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Deka is a goddess-in-waiting with the potential to save her people from the brutal ancient goddesses who terrorize her kingdom of Otera. But first she must find the source of her divine power – and if the Gilded Ones find it before she does, they will drain her power and tear Otera apart.

Alongside her army of friends, Deka faces the hardest battle of her life – not just with the goddesses but with her own doubts. What if becoming a goddess makes her as evil as the Gilded Ones? And is she ready to leave her earthly life and loves behind?

“Namina Forna could be the Toni Morrison of YA Fantasy.”
 Refinery 29





For Suma, Sinka, Satu and Baby Shekou.

I write so the world is a better place for you.
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In the land of Otera, the Infinite Wisdoms – a series of holy books – control every aspect of life. Especially for naive Deka, a devout sixteen-year-old from a small Northern village. When Deka bleeds gold during the rite of passage known as the Ritual of Purity, she’s told she’s an alaki – a rare and monstrous descendant of the Gilded Ones, four female demons who once ravaged the empire. To atone for the sins of her blood, Deka must die. But each alaki has only one true death. And Deka’s seems particularly elusive.

After nine unsuccessful attempts on her life, a mysterious woman known only as White Hands arrives with a reprieve: if Deka enrolls at the Warthu Bera, a school training warriors to kill deathshrieks – the mysterious and deadly creatures currently wreaking havoc across Otera – she will be pardoned. Deka chooses to go and, on the journey to the Warthu Bera, meets Britta, a cheerful, super-strong alaki who quickly becomes her best friend, as well as Ixa, a strange, shapeshifting creature that sometimes resembles a cat. She is also paired with Keita, a stern, golden-eyed jatu – an emperor’s guard in training. Further friendships include traumatized and rebellious Belcalis, sweet and nervous Katya, and the twins, Adwapa and Asha, whose jokey exteriors hide unexpected depths.

Together, Deka’s friends and their jatu partners battle the deathshrieks gathering near the capital, protecting the surrounding villages. But as they do so, Deka makes a startling discovery – deathshrieks are, in fact, resurrected alaki and not the mindless, soulless monsters she had been told they were. Furthermore, their mothers, the Gilded Ones, were not demons but ancient goddesses. When Otera’s previous emperors, who wanted only men to rule the empire, imprisoned them in their own temple, the Gilded Ones cursed their alaki daughters to resurrect after their final deaths. This entire time, they’ve been building an army – preparing for the time that their one full-blooded daughter could rescue them.

That daughter is Deka.

Following this revelation, Deka fights to free the Gilded Ones, before carrying out a military campaign to extricate the land of Otera from the grasp of the emperor and his men. But all is not what it seems, because the Gilded Ones are not the only gods in Otera. There is another group – the Idugu – and they’re all male. Even worse, they and the Gilded Ones are connected – the very same entities, in fact. Once, there were only four of them, four genderless and infinite gods. But they had trouble communicating with their human charges, so they split themselves into the male Idugu and the female Gilded Ones. This separation, however, corrupted their power and they began to need food. Sacrifices. Both pantheons of gods now feed on not only humans, but their children, the alaki and the jatu.

Worse, they’ve been feeding on Deka…

For Deka isn’t the daughter of the Gilded Ones like she’s been told. She is the fifth god of Otera. Fallen to the empire for a single purpose – to kill the corrupted gods and prevent them from plunging the world into further chaos. But the Gilded Ones manipulated her and have been siphoning her power away using an arcane object disguised as a necklace.

In order to regain her divinity and destroy the gods, Deka must find her human mother, the only person who knows where her true power is hidden. And she must do so swiftly. The gods’ unending quest for power has forced Otera to the brink. And if Deka doesn’t destroy them all, the entire empire will perish.

And her with it.
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The end of the world begins not with a scream but with a mist, spreading sinister tendrils on a dark, moonlit night.

Deep as I am inside Ixa’s mind, I don’t even notice. There’s just too much to experience. I may be able to see only the faintest shades of colour through my blue-scaled, feline-like companion’s eyes, but even then, everything I glimpse is breathtaking. Groves of soaring silver trees sprout from pink stone hills. Scrubby purple grasses cling to their roots, tiny iridescent lizards darting across them. Glass flitters. They, like the silver trees and the purple grass, are native only to Gar Nasim, the haunting, remote island that is my current location.

Finally, after three months of running and hiding, pursuers constantly at our backs, I’m here on the island that Anok, the only goddess who’s still our ally, told us to seek. The island where, she told me, I would find my way to Mother and, through her, how to unlock my full power so I can defeat the gods.

Except there’s no sign of Mother. Not even the faintest trace.

I sniff at a nearby tree, Ixa’s nose flaring with irritation when it immediately puffs a noxious odour in our direction. Most trees and plants have defences invisible to the naked eye – after spending most of the last few weeks inside Ixa’s mind, using his body like an extension of my own, I understand that now. And these silver trees, in particular, are quick to express their displeasure.

The tree sends another puff of odour our way, and Ixa wrinkles our nose, the motion sending a tickling sensation down the rest of our body. Stinky, he says.

He’s in here too, the shadow just behind my consciousness. I don’t know how it works precisely, the way we share one body, one mind. Only that it does. And that while I’m here, I don’t have to be in my own body. In the wounded, golden ruin that’s all that’s left of me after my confrontation with the Gilded Ones, the false goddesses I once thought were my mothers, all those weeks ago.

Britta calls it possession, what I do to Ixa. She says it’s as if I’m one of the demons written about in the Infinite Wisdoms, the false holy scrolls whose corrupt teachings I used to follow to the letter. But she doesn’t understand. Ixa likes me here, welcomes me into his body. And I, for one, am grateful.

Whenever I’m in Ixa’s body, I’m free. Free of pain. Free of the torment that plagues my every waking moment.

For the few moments or hours that I’m here, I can just be.

I lope to the next tree, nostrils already expanding to catch the scents in the air. Have to keep moving, have to keep going. This is the steepest hill in Gar Nasim, the site of the Old City. Around us rise the ruins of the long-abandoned city of rose-hued stone, whose fallen buildings and the golden skeletons peeking underneath them tell a damning history. Of jatu, brothers to the immortal, gold-blooded alaki, slaughtering their sisters by the thousands in the very same city they once ruled. Of generations of deathshrieks, the monstrous-seeming creatures that are the resurrected forms of alaki, shrieking their songs of mourning to the wind.

No human would ever set foot here. No human would even dare.

Nonetheless, Mother must be hiding somewhere close. Perhaps not in these ruins, precisely, but somewhere on this island. Shadows, the one-time spies of the former emperor, Gezo, hide in abandoned places when they want to evade detection. That’s what White Hands, my former mentor and now firmest ally, taught me.

I just have to keep—

“Deka?”

Heat sears my skin and I gasp back into my own body.

Now, Britta is crouched at eye level with me, her burly form blocking the door of the tiny house where my own body has been hidden all day, her offending hand still on my shoulder.

“Don’t touch me!” I hiss, jerking away, but that just sends my back slamming against the wall. The gold-crusted sores on my back tear open and pain explodes across my senses. I have to grit my teeth to keep from screaming.

I should be used to this by now.

In the months since my confrontation with the goddesses, when the sores first erupted across my skin, more and more of them have spread. They do so every time I use any of my abilities or move too vigorously, a constant reminder that my time is limited. As White Hands has made clear to me, every moment that I don’t reconnect with my kelai, which is the ancient name of the substance that gives gods their divinity, I’m closer to scattering into a thousand pieces, my body and consciousness lost for ever to the universe. And once I’m gone, there’ll be no one to stop the Gilded Ones or the Idugu, their male counterparts, from bleeding Otera dry in their ravenous competition for power.

When blood begins seeping down my spine along familiar trails, Britta scuttles back, blue eyes wide with horror. “Sorry, Deka!” she says. “I didn’t mean to touch you. I swear I didn’t.”

“Of course you didn’t.” I can’t help the bitterness that creeps into my voice.

I was away. For almost a day – one glorious, blissful day, I was away from this body. From this pain. I was free.

And now I’m back here, with Britta, who’s standing there guiltily in her whole, unbroken body. Her body that heals within moments of any injury. Her body that’s free of sores and wounds and scars.

Free of pain.

The anger inside me rumbles louder. I hurriedly stuff it back down. It’s always there now – the anger as well as the pain. Monstrous twin serpents, slithering in the back of my mind. My new constant companions.

Even Ixa has never been so faithful.

Almost as if I summoned him, my shapeshifting companion rushes into the crumbling square surrounding the house. He always hurries back to my physical body the moment I leave his mind. He’s terrified of leaving me defenceless. Ixa here, Ixa coming, he says, chest heaving, liquid black eyes wide with concern, as he threads over the broken stones and fallen statues.

I place my hand on his scaly brow, letting out a ragged sigh when I feel soothing relief flowing over me. Finally, I can breathe again.

I don’t know why, but Ixa’s presence is the only thing that ever makes the pain fade. When I touch him, it’s as if I’m removed from my own body, even though I feel it there, dimly obeying my commands. The only thing better is when I’m in his mind, away from myself entirely. Only then am I completely free of pain, of the anger and accompanying emptiness that threatens to consume me.

I breathe again before looking down at him. My thanks, I say silently into his mind.

Deka welcome, Ixa replies, padding closer as I turn back to Britta.

I release another breath before I address her again. “What do you want? I was busy.”

Hurt creeps into Britta’s eyes, but she does her best to hide it as she announces, “White Hands has finally contacted us. She says we should search for any signals yer mother left us.”

“And what do you think Ixa and I have been doing all day, running up and down the island?”

“Ye don’t have to be rude, Deka.” Disappointment, another expression I’ve seen often on Britta’s face over the past few months, swiftly overtakes her hurt.

Guilt swiftly rises in me at the sight.

Hard to imagine, but once upon a time, she was always smiling, always pleasant. If anyone could see the more favourable side of a situation, it was Britta. But now, her forehead is always furrowed and her blonde hair hangs lankly around her face. It’s as if the strain of running has sucked all the joy from her.

Or perhaps it’s me and my anger, my continuous lashing out.

I force myself to unclench my tensed muscles. “I’m not being rude. I’m merely stating facts.”

“Then here’s another one for ye: White Hands wants to guide us, help us be more effective.”

“If she wanted us to be effective, she’d be here in person instead of merely projecting herself,” I scoff. “They all would.”

Half our group left with White Hands about two months ago to travel to the Southern provinces in search of more allies for our cause. The twins Adwapa and Asha; Kweku, Adwapa’s once slightly plump Southern uruni; Acalan, Belcalis’s haughty and formerly pious uruni; our red-spiked deathshriek sister, Katya, and her betrothed, Rian; and even a few of the other deathshrieks still loyal to us went. Now that all of Otera’s deities – both the Gilded Ones and the Idugu – have shown their true faces, the One Kingdom is in chaos, one section of the population intent on sacrificing as many people as they can to appease the gods’ hunger, the other trying their best to just survive these treacherous times.

Which is why White Hands is building an army.

While I’m here searching for Mother, the key to finding my kelai, my former mentor is halfway across the world gathering survivors. Gathering soldiers. If she can assemble enough forces, she can stop the gods, imprison them again before they consume enough sacrifices to regain their power. We can take back Otera without me needing my kelai.

And given my current state, White Hands needs to do it as quickly as possible.

Something is building in the One Kingdom, something devastating. I can feel it in the air – a sense of foreboding – and I know I’m not the only one.

A tingle shoots down my spine. I turn to watch as White Hands coalesces in the square, her small, dark body a shimmering spectral image amid the half-broken statues that ring the centre. She’s using her gauntlets, the bone-white armoured gloves that are the origin of her name, to project herself here.

The sight of her irritates me further. “Why even bother using the gauntlets when she can’t do anything from wherever she is,” I mutter sulkily. Just because I know the reason White Hands isn’t here doesn’t mean I have to be happy with it.

Then again, I’m rarely happy about anything these days.

“All right, stop.” Britta’s tone is stern now, and when I look up, her expression is laden with disapproval. “That’s enough self-pity, Deka.”

“I’m not—”

“Yer in pain, I know this. We all know this,” she snaps. “But that doesn’t mean ye get to turn into a surly bear every time someone so much as looks at ye. We’re here. All of us – even Keita, who ye can barely speak to.”

She nods pointedly, and when I turn, my sweetheart’s watching me from a nearby rooftop, that fire, as always, burning in his golden eyes. The moment he sees me looking, however, he turns away, a long, lean shadow in the darkness. He descends to the rest of the group, who are now swiftly making their way towards White Hands.

Britta’s not the only person I’ve been growly at these past few weeks.

“We’re all here with ye, even if ye’d much rather snarl at us than just talk.”

I sputter, “I don’t—”

“No, Deka, ye let me finish.” Britta steps closer, mouth set in a grim, determined line. “I know what is at stake here – we all do. More to the point, I know that yer not really angry.”

I look up at her, startled, and her expression gentles. She heaves a deep sigh. “Yer sad, Deka. Yer stallin’.”

I huff out a laugh. “Why? Why would I do that?”

“Because once we find yer mother, we find the way to yer kelai, an’ once we do that, ye become a god. Ye leave us.”

And there it is, the fear that’s been haunting me all this while: Once I’m a god, I’ll lose all my friends, the family I’ve painstakingly created over the past two years.

I’ll be whole and free of pain, but I’ll be alone again.

Suddenly, I can’t think; I can’t breathe. I have to clasp my hands to still their nervous trembling. “How did you—”

“I’m yer dearest friend, Deka. I know ye. We all do.” She nudges her chin towards my friends, who are all waiting with the projected spectre that is White Hands, the moon gleaming high above them.

Britta continues: “I know yer frightened, Deka, but we all are. Otera is fallin’ to chaos around us – plagues, deluges, monstrosities at every turn. But that’s why we have to keep movin’. Because if we, the strongest an’ the fastest, are terrified, imagine wha it’s like for the rest of Otera. Imagine wha it’s like for the children, the girls.

“We have to keep goin’, Deka, no matter the cost.”

“But it’s always my cost.” The bitter words spill out of me before I can stop them. “Always, always. It’s always me making sacrifices. Even now.” I glare down at my wounded hands, at the golden sores criss-crossing them like lightning bolts.

“An’ wha about me?” When I glance up again, hurt is shining in Britta’s eyes. “Don’t ye think I suffer?”

“How?” I scoff. “You’re not the one in pain. You’re healthy. You’re still—”

“Whole?” Britta steps closer, eyes wide with pain. “How can I be whole when every step ye take makes ye flinch? When every movement makes ye gasp in agony? Do ye think I am without conscience, Deka? Do ye think I am without empathy?

“I can scarcely breathe, watching ye. All the time, I can’t breathe. Ye may be the one in agony, but I am the one who watches. Have ye ever considered that – wha it feels like to be the one who can’t do anythin’ but watch an’ hold their breath? Hope that they’re there in case ye— In case ye—”

Britta stops there, unable to speak further. Her breathing is heavy now, ragged with the weight of all the things she’s too devastated to say.

“My apologies,” I whisper. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course ye didn’t know. Because instead of leanin’ on us, ye’ve turned away, become this rageful…shell.”

“Because I hurt, Britta.” The words rip out of me, a deep and painful admission. “I hurt all the time. Every single moment of every single day, and I don’t know what to do. When I was in the cellar back in Irfut, there were moments of oblivion, at least, but this – it’s unending. It’s like my body is a prison, and I can’t break free no matter how hard I try.”

By now, Britta’s eyes are welling up, and she looks horrified. “I’m so sorry, Deka. I wish I could share yer pain. I wish I could take it into myself, or better yet, heal it. But I can’t. All I can do is support ye. An’ push ye, because…yer deterioratin’…fast. So we have to keep pushing forward. And swiftly.”

Her words are like a tremendous weight pressing down on my chest, sucking all the air out of my lungs. It’s almost unbearable, their heaviness. I have no choice but to do the only thing I can to break the tension: push out my bottom lip and pout in an admirable imitation of a six-year-old about to dissolve into a tantrum. “But I don’t want to,” I whine.

“An’ yet, ye have to.” A twinkle, the first I’ve seen in weeks, lights Britta’s eyes. She moves even closer to me – near enough to touch, but not so near that her skin accidentally brushes mine.

It’s the closest we’ve come to embracing in nearly a month. The closest I’ve gotten to touching anyone that’s not Ixa.

“Come along, ye,” Britta sniffs. “We have a kelai to find.”

“And a mother to reunite with.” I glance at her, uncertain. “Think she’ll be surprised by how I look?”

I’m still as lean and muscled as I’ve been the past few years, but now golden sores carve across my skin like lightning bolts.

Between them and the glowing reeds I’ve taken to braiding into my curly black hair, I look very different from the quiet, timid girl Mother left in Irfut.

“Well?” I prompt Britta when she doesn’t reply.

“More like horrified.” When I give an outraged gasp, Britta snorts. “Have ye taken a look in the river lately? Ye look like one of those broken potteries they piece back together with gold.”

“I always thought those were beautiful.”

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, an’ from where I’m beholdin’…” Britta makes a rude snorting sound.

My reply is an outraged huff. “You’re supposed to be my friend.”

“Friends are supposed to be truthful.” Then she smiles. “An’ truth is, yer actually prettier than ever…in a tragic, wounded sort of way. No wonder Keita’s been moonin’ all these days.”

When I glance again at my uruni, he’s reached the others, but his eyes are still burning longingly across the distance. It’s all I can do not to shiver. Keita’s hands may no longer be able to reach me, but his gaze very much does.

Britta humphs when she sees it. “Must want to take care of ye an’ such,” she mutters under her breath. “Boys tend to get like that, ye know.”

“Do they now?” I ask wryly.

Britta only humphs once more.

Perhaps it’s the joy of bantering with her again. Or perhaps it’s that all the constant pain has dulled my senses. Either way, I don’t notice the strange heat stealing across the clearing. Don’t notice the unnerving stillness in the air.

Until I do. By then, it’s already too late.

Not just for me but for everyone.
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The mist slithers over the broken rooftops like a silent predator, ghostly tendrils slipping quietly from one building to the next. Britta and I are almost halfway across the square before I finally notice it, gathering at the very edge of the city. The only reason I do is that tingles come over me suddenly, rolling waves I feel deep in my arms and shoulders. I’ve felt them enough times before to know what they are: a warning. Something divine is at play. And wherever there is divinity, there is danger.

I take in the mist, my eyes narrowing. Its edges are tinged an eerie purple-black, and it seems to be…searching. There’s a deliberateness to its movements, as if it’s being directed towards a specific target.

My companions.

I whirl towards them only to blink, startled. Britta has nearly reached the rest of the group now, even though we were walking together just moments earlier.

How is that possible?

It’s almost as if something has altered the distance between us. Propelled her closer to the others.

“Britta?” I call out, fear thumping in my chest.

There’s no reply. Britta doesn’t seem to notice me, much less the mist. It’s like she doesn’t see it at all, even though it’s creeping ever closer, black tendrils growing increasingly bloated as they slither down the ancient streets.

Worse, she’s not the only one who’s oblivious. All my other friends are so deeply focused on whatever White Hands is saying, they don’t even blink as the air slowly gets warmer and warmer, no doubt a consequence of the mist slowly rolling into the city.

Can’t they see it approaching?

Can’t they hear me calling to them?

“Britta!” I shout again, hurrying forward. “Keita!”

When there’s still no reply, I break into a run, ignoring the pain that jolts through me with every footstep. Every nerve in my body is alive, every fibre of my being shrieking with fear. This is a divine attack. It has to be. We’re here on this island, finally close to reaching Mother, and the gods, whichever group of them has sent the mist, want to stop us from doing so.

But how did they find me yet again? When I confronted the Gilded Ones, Ixa destroyed the ansetha necklace – the shackles they’d disguised as a gift, accidentally severing their hidden connection to my kelai. I also helped my friends set fire to their mountain, giving the male deathshrieks who had been suffering underneath it the oblivion they’d so desperately called out for. Without their primary sources of food and power, the Gilded Ones’ abilities should be limited now – as should those of the Idugu, who are tethered to them.

Given their newfound weakness, the gods shouldn’t be able to see as easily across Otera as they once did, much less track me across it.

And yet, here the mist is.

“BRITTA!” I shout again, full-out sprinting now.

Sores rip open across my body, but I breathe past the pain. I have no other choice. If the gods take either Mother or my friends, Otera is lost. Because I would sacrifice anything for my family.

Anything.

A scaly shadow matches my footsteps. Deka want ride Ixa? Ixa asks, his eyes concerned.

Yes, I reply gratefully, hefting myself onto his back. The pain immediately fades – now a dull throbbing instead of the violent burning it just was.

Hurry, Ixa, I urge.

Ixa hurrying is my companion’s grumbled reply as he runs faster and faster until we burst through the circle of statues.

The moment Ixa’s claws scratch over a stone, whatever cocoon was muffling my friends’ senses seems to unravel. Belcalis is the first to react, and she whips towards us, the moonlight casting a hawkish shadow over her sharp, angular face.

“Deka,” she says, her usually coppery skin already greyish with worry. All the time spent running these past weeks has hollowed out Belcalis’s once-proud features – carved shadows under her eyes and whittled her body to an almost feral leanness. “What is it?” she asks, running to me.

“The mist,” I say, turning to the darkened city streets.

That’s when I stop, alarm suddenly a deafening shriek in my mind. Between the time I last saw it and now, the mist has spread, its tendrils knitting into a web that’s rapidly moving through the surrounding streets. Fear hitches my breath as I feel that strange heat rising, driving away the coolness of Gar Nasim’s night air.

The mist is corralling us in. Herding my friends and me like cattle.

The gryphs – the winged desert cats my friends use as mounts – growl low in their throats and pace the edges of the square.

But when Belcalis looks in the direction I’m pointing to, a puzzled expression creeps across her face. “What mist? All I feel is this gods-blasted heat.” She wipes her hands over the back of her neck, which is now glistening with sweat.

“It’s there.” I point, unnerved. “It’s wrapping around us.”

And yet, I notice, it’s not moving any closer in. I squint and see that the mist has formed an almost perfect circle around the square, but it’s not trying to approach us any more.

Why?

“Wha’s there? Wha’s happened?” By now, Britta has noticed our discussion and is hurrying over, her blue eyes worried. Sweat drips down her forehead in little trails.

“There’s some sort of mist surrounding us,” Belcalis answers. “I can’t see it, but Deka can.”

“So it’s divine – like the river of stars in the Chamber of the Goddesses.” Britta immediately makes the connection, her eyes surveying the area.

“You can’t see it either?” Belcalis frowns at Britta.

“No.”

“You need to leave, now.” This statement comes from White Hands, who has hurried over, the others behind her. There’s a grim expression on her face, which, like the rest of her body, shimmers slightly at the edges – a subtle sign that she’s not actually physically here.

Everything in me stills. “You know what it is.”

White Hands nods. “I’ve been hearing rumours of a new abomination of the gods: a shimmering mist that beguiles its victims, entices them before snatching them away.”

“Let’s be on our way then,” Britta says, tugging her gryph’s reins, but a hand reaches out to stop her.

Lamin, the silent, gentle giant who’s Asha’s uruni.

He’s walked over so quietly, none of us even noticed his arrival – not that we ever do. Despite his height, Lamin is the stealthiest member of the group. We suspect he was some sort of spy before he entered the Warthu Bera, the training ground where we all learned to be warriors, but no one is certain. Lamin never talks about his past.

Lamin never talks about much of anything, truth be told.

We didn’t even know he was familiar with this region of the empire until he volunteered to come with us when the group was splitting into two.

“What about Deka’s mother?” he asks, his reddish-brown form a towering silhouette against the darkness of the night.

My heart skips a beat as I remember: “She might be hiding somewhere near, or even inside this city.”

That’s the conclusion I’ve reached after spending the entire day searching for her across the other end of the island. She wasn’t there, or in any of the other corners we searched when we arrived late yesterday afternoon. Which means she must be somewhere close to here.

“But she can’t see the mist!” Horror rises in me at the thought. Most people can’t see the workings of the divine.

And if she blunders across its tentacles, it’ll take her, and the only chance I have of finding my kelai, not to mention reuniting with my only remaining family.

I turn to regard the mist again, that fear coursing through me. It’s remained exactly where it was, those tendrils gathering.

What is it waiting for?

I have no time to dwell on that. I turn to the others. “We have to signal to her. Warn her.”

“But that might alert our pursuers.” These grim words come from Li, Britta’s usually buoyant sweetheart.

He’s staring into the darkness, moonlight highlighting his pale skin and long black hair as he gives us this reminder: everywhere we go, the worshippers of both the Gilded Ones and the Idugu follow behind, both groups in a desperate race to capture and hand us over to their respective gods.

I sigh. “At this point, we have no choice. It’s either that or—”

“You could use your combat state,” Li suggests, as if thinking out loud, but then Britta glares at him, another reminder: while I can still enter the combat state, I can’t use it to do much without pain striking every part of my body, rendering it unmovable.

I’m nearly powerless now, and that’s by design. One of the most horrible truths I’ve learned over these past few months is that my body is an arcane object that was created by the Gilded Ones for one purpose and one purpose only: to allow them to steal my power. My body was never truly mine to begin with.

By the time I fell from the cosmos to this world centuries ago in the form of the god known as the Singular, the Gilded Ones were already aware that their counterparts, the Idugu, were conspiring against them. Plotting to gain dominion over them.

So the goddesses schemed to find a way to finally and decisively win their never-ending war.

They trapped a portion of my kelai in a golden seed, one that would eventually grow into a human-seeming body, given the right conditions and amount of time. One that would eventually form a small but powerful connection to the rest of my divine powers and give them a way to feed from it, take it for themselves.

But first, they needed the perfect vessel to bear their baby god, an alaki who could nurture such a creature in their womb without being destroyed by it.

They needed my mother.

Why she was that perfect alaki, I still don’t know. White Hands tried planting the seed in several others over the centuries, but it never quite took.

But then Mother came around, and I was finally born. A girl who would seem human, and then alaki, so as not to arouse suspicion, all the while growing in power. All the while, reconnecting, slowly but surely, to the rest of my kelai. And all the while, allowing the Gilded Ones, my false mothers, to slowly but surely siphon off as much of it as they could.

But then we had our confrontation, and Etzli forced my ansetha necklace to grow roots into my body – roots Ixa almost immediately ripped out. In doing so, he accidentally severed the tenuous thread between myself and my kelai.

As a result, this body is failing. And soon enough, it will be dead.

Without my kelai to give my body power, any abilities I use outside the combat state speeds up its disintegration. Now I have mere months, perhaps even only a month, left.

I can feel it already, the growing emptiness inside me. The emptiness that signals my diminishing life force.

Just the thought has that all-too-familiar panic surging inside my mind. Then Keita steps forward.

“What if I send fires to guide her?” he suggests.

My heart leaps. “Fires?”

“Small flames. Wisps, really.” Keita sounds almost bashful. He’s been training every day, and control over his ability has increased in the past few weeks – a very welcome development.

Keita’s gift is related to his emotions – specifically, his anger. Any time he feels anything close to fury, heat pours out of him, so hot it sears his clothes and everything else in the vicinity. It’s a massive inconvenience, given that we had to leave behind our infernal armour, the golden armour made from alaki blood we all used to wear. Although it slowed us down and was too distinctive to blend in, it was also heatproof, unlike the dark leather we wear now, which has singe marks all across it.

I watch as he gestures and flames appear in the air. One more gesture, and they’re racing across the city.

“If she’s anywhere nearby, this should draw her out,” he says.

“Send them towards the hills. The mist isn’t there,” I urge, keeping my eyes on the flames as they arc through the darkness like shooting stars. Each one is a wish: Please let them lead Mother to safety. Please let them—

The flames sputter out.

I whirl to Keita, horrified, when they disappear completely. “What happened? Why did the flames die?”

He doesn’t reply. Doesn’t even seem to hear me any more. His eyes are fixed off into the distance, a strange expression gleaming in them.

“Keita?” I ask when he remains silent. As I stare at him, confused, a pale shadow stumbles past us. Li. There’s a look in his eyes, that same vacantness that Keita’s have.

“Li?” It’s Britta’s turn to be worried.

She tries to grab him, but he wrenches his hand out of hers.

“I have to go. It’s calling me.” He continues walking leadenly past the broken pink statues towards the streets, where that heat is rising now. The mist is moving again, the tendrils gathering in on themselves.

I glance at Keita. Thankfully he’s still standing where he was, staring off into the distance. Li, however, keeps moving.

“Li?” Britta calls. “LI!”

She tries to pull him back, but he shakes her off like she’s nothing – an impressive feat, given how strong Britta is. “Li!” She turns back to me. “What’s happening to him?”

The answer comes from White Hands. “It’s the mist,” she swiftly answers. “It’s trying to take them!”

Determination grits Britta’s face. “Not while I’m here!”

A tingle rushes through me as she gestures, and mounds of pink stone form over Li’s feet. For a moment, I breathe, relieved: Britta has Li caught. She’s used her abilities to encase his feet in stone. But then he absently gestures, and that stone crumbles into sand, allowing him to continue walking.

My eyes widen as yet more tingles rush through me. “Did he just—”

“I think it’s safe to say Britta’s no longer the only one who can manipulate the earth!” Belcalis shouts as she hurtles towards Li, arms outstretched.

She slams back, thrown by Li, who has shaken her off like she’s a doll. My eyes round. There’s only one explanation for this sudden burst of power and strength: Li is a full-fledged jatu now. A true jatu, one born of divine blood, with the strength and speed to match.

My divine blood.

I’d thought the process had stopped now that I’m severed from my kelai, but apparently, that’s not the case. Or perhaps Li has had this power all along and never thought to use it.

“No, Li, we’re trying to help you!” I shout, urging Ixa towards him.

He continues lurching straight for the mist, which is now pulsing rhythmically in response to his footsteps, the tendrils unfurling, with iridescent nubs stretching towards him. “I’m coming,” he calls out to it, a dazed look in his eyes.

“Li, stop!” I shout, continuing onwards, but the distance between us suddenly seems so far…so very far.

And then a dark, lean figure staggers past me.

Keita, his eyes just as dazed as Li’s.

All the air rushes out of my body. “Keita, no…” I whisper, but he doesn’t hear me. Doesn’t even see me as he stumbles for the siren call of the shimmering mist.

“So beautiful…” he murmurs, golden eyes alight with flame.

And he’s not alone.

Another, even taller figure shuffles after him: Lamin, his eyes just as entranced, his footsteps echoing in the darkness.

“No!” I shout again, spurring Ixa in their direction. But like before, we’re too far away. Much too far. Once more, the mist is altering my perception of distance, using it to separate me from the others.

“Stop them!” I cry to Britta and Belcalis, who are much nearer. “Stop the boys!”

But it’s already too late.

The moment the boys are in close proximity, the mist’s tendrils lash out, each one so fast, there’s no time to dodge – not that the boys would have even tried, given how enthralled they are.

“White Hands!” I shout, whirling to her. “What do I do?”

Except my former mentor suddenly seems leagues away too, her body disappearing into the darkness. By the time I turn back, the mist’s tendrils are snapping again. Then they’ve wrapped around me, searing ropes radiating white-hot pain that I only dimly feel since I’m still firmly seated on Ixa. Within moments, my friends and I, and even the gryphs, which have remained close beside us all this while, are hurtled through the air into a sound-muffling, all-encompassing darkness, heat buffeting us from all directions, slicing through our black leather armour and skin.

“No!” I shout when Ixa is wrenched away from me by the wind.

The moment we’re separated, all the pain he muted explodes across my senses. Tears burst from my eyes, but I can’t feel them past the sheer, overwhelming agony. My entire body is on fire, lightning bolts sparking under my skin.

“Ixa!” I shout. “Britta! Someone! Anyone! Somebody help me!”

There’s no reply, just that heat searing into me, that wind, hurling me around like a doll until, finally, there’s a great whooshing sound. Just like that, I’m slammed down with such force, all the air explodes from my chest, replaced instead by more agony, spreading like a wave across my body.

And then I open my eyes, and I see the twinkling of stars.
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It’s still night where we are, but there are no longer any pink ruins, no longer any silver trees. Only the heat remains, pressing down on my chest like a hand, slicking my hair to my skin and my armour to my body. I look up at the stars, willing my breath to return. Every part of me is throbbing now, my body a mass so raw and inflamed, it’s almost too much for me to turn my neck when I hear my friends and their gryphs falling beside me.

“Oh, me belly,” Britta groans, but I still don’t move to fully face her.

The pain – it rolls over me in waves. Agony, constricting me. And it’s chased by another feeling, a nauseating certainty deep in my gut. There’s something wrong about this place. A constant, eerie echo seems to vibrate every time I so much as breathe.

Something is lurking in the distance. Some sort of creature. But it’s not ready to reveal itself yet. I have the awful feeling, however, that it will soon enough.

Then a cool, scaly body drapes over mine. Ixa’s. Ixa here, he says reassuringly in my head as the pain recedes.

That feeling – that unnerving wrongness – remains, however.

This place is unnatural, but of course it is. It was created by gods drunk on desperation and power. I can only imagine what abominations we’ll soon encounter.

Thank you, I reply quietly to Ixa before I sit up and take in my surroundings.

The first thing I see is sand, all of it as red as the blood that once proved girls’ so-called purity in the ritual we all endured once we turned sixteen. Entire dunes. And enclosing them all, that strange new sky, which, upon closer inspection, looks nothing like the one I just left behind. Here, the stars are nearer, nebulas spinning so close, I could reach out and touch them if I wanted. And at their edge is absolute darkness, giving the strange impression that this place is a lifeless bubble – just sand, sky and nothing else.

Except there’s life here. I still feel those creatures, their movements an ominous thrumming under my skin.

“Deka, are you all right?” Keita rushes over, only to stop just as quickly, an uncertain expression on his face.

He tentatively offers me a hand, the gesture hesitant. He knows, as well as I do, that even the slightest touch can be excruciating.

When I don’t move, Keita swiftly retracts his hand and glances away, but not before I see the hurt flickering over his face. It’s one thing to know that physical touch can hurt me, but another entirely to be confronted with the reality of that knowledge.

Awkwardness, that awful state I’m steadily becoming used to, sprouts its venomous thorns once more. Keita and I used to have a rhythm, a certainty in each other. Now we have lapsed silences and hands that don’t touch.

I swiftly rise, trying not to wince when waves of pain roll over me. “We should scout our surroundings,” I murmur, scanning the dunes, which ripple outwards in an endless sea of red.

I squint, focusing on something protruding from the dune just beyond ours. It’s an immediately identifiable skeleton: human from head to midsection; hands reaching out in a soundless, eternal plea; equine forelegs uplifted as if to defend their owner. Talons cap them instead of hooves. An equus, an intelligent hybrid that wanders the deserts of the Southern provinces. More skeletons like it litter the dune behind it, all of them half hidden by the sand.

Nausea churns my stomach.

“So this is where the enticed go,” Britta says grimly as she comes to stand beside Keita and me. “How many otas ye wanna bet there are very few, if any, survivors of this place?”

“None,” I reply. I wouldn’t put any money on survivors. I turn to the others. “Feels like it’s some sort of holding cell from which the gods harvest their food.” Food, of course, being humans and other sentient beings.

“A hidden world dedicated to sacrifice…” Belcalis shakes her head, her lips curling in disgust as she mounts her white-striped gryph and rides over.

“Sacrifice is always the deepest desire and sustenance of the gods,” I agree.

That’s why the Idugu had those girls killed on that platform in Zhúshān, the Eastern city where we first encountered the male gods; why the Gilded Ones kept all those male deathshrieks hidden underneath their chamber.

The gods of Otera can proclaim all they want that they desire only worship, but their purest nourishment comes from the deaths of their followers.

“They’re desperate now,” Britta observes, shaking her head.

“Which is why they’ve given all the power they have to create this place,” I reply, glancing around. This place – it’s like being in the end times. Like experiencing what it will be to exist if my premonition about the destruction of Otera comes true.

I shudder. All I can do is hope there aren’t more of these places…

“Not to mention all the proxies,” Belcalis adds.

“Can’t forget those monsters,” Britta says with a sigh, referring to all the strange new creatures the gods have created to help them feed on the life force of humans. She turns to us. “I almost pity the gods, ye know. They used to be all powerful, an’ now killin’ people is the only thing they can do to get their power back.”

Unless, of course, they discover I’m here. That their greatest enemy, and the key to regaining their power, is already in their grasp.

Just the thought terrifies me.

When I die, my kelai will somehow seek me out once more – that’s what Anok all but implied when last I spoke to her. And if there is a god or group of gods nearby, they can snatch that energy before it reaches me, steal enough raw power from it to rule Otera from now until infinity.

“All the more reason we have to get out of here,” Belcalis says, urging her gryph onwards. “We have to find the way back to Gar Nasim. Preferably before we’re eaten by whatever monsters lurk in these sands.”

“Wait, there’s something here?” Britta looks startled as she surveys the area.

I sigh. Britta might be the physically strongest among us, but her senses have never been as sharply developed. They haven’t needed to be. Unlike the rest of us, Britta hasn’t experienced as much trauma, as much pain. That’s why she isn’t as wary of her surroundings. It’s both a blessing and a curse, this lack of awareness. She can’t see threats coming the way Belcalis can, but she also doesn’t immediately suspect that everything is a threat – a failing Belcalis and I are guilty of, as is Keita, who’s held a sword since he was nine.

“Yes,” I reply, glancing at her. “More proxies.” Even now I can feel them, thrumming under the sand as they have been since the moment we arrived. “If they manage to eat any of us, it’ll give whatever group of gods who made this little pit of monstrosities the ability to materialize.”

“And capture you,” Belcalis mutters.

“And capture me,” I acknowledge.

“I mean, us they’ll probably torture, but you…” Belcalis’s eyes narrow as she considers the proposition.

“Best we get going, then,” Li says hurriedly. He’s finally shaken off his daze and made his way to Britta, as is his habit. Ever since they became sweethearts, the two can’t stand to be apart for too long. “Probably in that direction.”

When he points in the direction opposite to where I felt the presence, Belcalis nods approvingly at him. “Your combat senses are expanding, I see.”

“Combat senses?” Li frowns at her. “What combat senses?”

He looks bewildered, and I sigh. Perhaps he isn’t as alert as I thought.

I close my eyes, already sinking into the combat state. What I’m about to try is risky, but I won’t just wait helplessly and allow my companions and me to fall prey to the gods. I have to act. Holding onto this determination, I reach deep inside myself, trying to locate whatever remaining power I can. If I can just create a door out of here, we can be safe. Then we can get back to finding Mother, and my kelai.

All I have to do is make a door and go through it, and though I’ve never done so successfully before, the knowledge is somewhere inside me.

If there’s a time to unlock it, it’s now. My abilities have always blossomed when I needed them most.

But even as I breathe in, the pain begins surging, an upwelling of agony that rises from the depths of my belly. It crashes over me, my entire body jolting under the force. Even Ixa’s presence isn’t enough to absorb it completely.

Deka all right? he asks, alarmed.

It takes me some time to reply, I’m so busy shaking.

Fine, I finally manage, my teeth clattering. I’m fine.

There are now three jagged lines of sores up and down my back, lightning bolts of pain digging their way deeper into my muscles. They’ll join the rest of my wounds, become part of the broken pottery that is my skin.

I slump against Ixa, suddenly unable to remain upright.

“Deka!” Britta sounds horrified as she hurries closer. She stops just short of me to look me over. “Wha happened? I look away for one moment an’ ye hurt yerself!”

“I was trying to find a way out of here,” I reply, weariness already taking hold, “preferably before we all get killed.”

And that’s looking more and more likely than ever. Because I’m weak now. A burden. I can’t do even the most simple things any more.

The defeat must be apparent in my tone, because Britta stiffens. “Yer not gonna die, Deka,” she says quietly.

“Aren’t I?” I don’t even bother with my usual evasions as I stare back at her.

I can already feel it, the emptiness growing in my stomach that is a direct result of my attempt to use just a small fraction of my abilities.

So much of my kelai is gone now. So much. And once it’s completely finished…

Britta moves closer, forcing my attention back to her. She gazes into my eyes, her expression fierce. “I may not know wha we’ll find here in this mockery of a prison, but I do know this: I refuse to let it defeat us. Just as I refuse to let ye sink into whatever dark place yer wantin’ to sink into.”

She turns back to me, her eyes determined. “We’re gonna find our way out of here, Deka, an’ the moment we do, we’re gonna find yer mother, find yer kelai, an’ make ye a god.”

“But how?” My replying whisper is tinged with pain and frustration. “How do we find our way out? And even if we manage to do so, how do I become a god?” It’s a question I still haven’t answered, a problem I haven’t even come close to solving yet. “Do I just touch my kelai? Is it something you can even touch? Do I need some kind of ritual to connect with it? I don’t even know the basics of it, much less the process.”

“We’ll figure it out, Deka.”

“How? We’re trapped, Britta. We’re trapped here, and there’s no way out. And I can’t, I can’t—” I lower my head, defeat weighing down my entire body.

“No!” Britta’s sudden snarl forces my head back up. She rounds her gryph in front of me. “Ye will not fall to despair, Deka. I will not allow it!” As I stare at her, shocked, she continues, “I’m here with ye – we all are. So we’re all going to find our way out of here, an’ when we do, we take one step at a time. Do ye understand, Deka? We will make ye a god!”

There’s absolute belief in her eyes now, a sureness even all my uncertainties can’t pierce. I let her words flow through me. Strengthen me. Finally, my spine straightens. “I understand.”

“Good. Now ye remember this, Deka: no matter wha it takes, I’m not lettin’ ye cross into infinity. I’m not lettin’ ye die.”

“I hear you,” I say quietly.

“But do ye believe me?” Britta’s eyes peer into mine as she waits for my answer.

I nod. “I believe you.” I may not believe in myself, but I believe in her.

My words seem to satisfy her. “Good,” she huffs. “Now let’s find our way out of this gods-forsaken place.”

She urges her gryph on, her face bright red with emotion.

I’m just about to breathe out the lump in my throat when another person falls in beside me: Keita, now on his hulking dark grey gryph.

I turn to him. Nod. “You heard everything.”

He taps his ears. “Sharp hearing.”

I’d almost forgotten about that. Almost forgotten that most of the boys now have senses as sharp as the girls’.

I keep my attention on Keita as he continues: “Also, Britta is very loud when she’s emotional.” He says this almost wistfully. “I’m the exact opposite.”

Which, of course, is one of the main reasons for the awkwardness that’s grown between us. It’s not just the lack of touch; it’s the lack of truths, of saying the things we need to say out loud.

Keita and I both know that sooner, rather than later, I’ll be either gone completely – dead and dispersed back into the universe if I fail at my mission – or, if I succeed, transformed into a god, a being so out of reach, he and I will never be together again.

But neither of us has said it. Neither has even broached the topic.

So the silence just continues growing, a gulf we don’t want to bridge.

“Except for now.” I return my attention to Keita as he continues, those golden eyes shimmering in the low light. “Britta is right: we will overcome this, Deka. We will make our way out. And then you will end the gods. Of that, I have no doubt.”

There’s so much certainty in his eyes, my heart pounds. I’d forgotten that Keita could be like this – so firm in his convictions, he leaves no room for doubt. “My thanks,” I reply.

Keita shakes his head, the simple movement layered with a thousand meanings. “I’m always here for you, Deka. Always,” he says.

Just like that, he’s gone – riding to the front of the group, where Li and Belcalis are back to bickering again, as is their habit.

Ixa and I watch him go, Ixa considering, me trying to hold back the tears now stinging at the corners of my eyes.

Keita love Deka, my shapeshifting companion observes, glancing at me. Friends all love too.

They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t, I reply, thinking of how much my friends have sacrificed just to be with me. Safety. Family. The love – however conditional – of goddesses.

But I can’t dwell on that, can’t dwell on how much they’ve sacrificed – especially not now, with that thrumming growing ever louder.

I sigh. I love them too…almost as much as I love you. I pinch Ixa’s scaly blue ears, attempting some small amount of levity, even in this dire situation.

I can almost feel him smiling – well, giving me the Ixa version of a smile, when he wriggles in pleasure. Don’t die, Deka, he says simply.

I’ll try not to, Ixa, I reply, and then we continue on, the thrumming rising ever more menacingly in the distance.
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As it turns out, our new surroundings are even more desolate than I anticipated, those red dunes spreading out for leagues in every direction, the midnight sky pressing ominously down from above. The only things that break the monotony are the skeletons and the mountains jutting in the distance. Those mountains are not like any I’ve ever seen before. They’re made of black stone, and each one curves so drastically, it resembles a crescent moon rising out of the sand. Wing flaps sound near them, the frantic flitter of thousands of tiny creatures moving in concert. I haven’t yet seen any sign of them, but I know they’re somewhere nearby and they must be at least partly responsible for some of the skeletons we’ve seen protruding from the dunes.

While most of the skeletons are halfway eaten, bones and all, many more remain whole except for missing strips of flesh.

It’s those skeletons that worry me when I hear the wing flaps.

Whatever those flying creatures are, it’s only a matter of time before they make their way to us. We have to find a way out before that happens, only I have no idea where to look.

How precisely do we get out of this place?

As I survey our surroundings, tense, Britta does the same, her eyes squinted against the brightness of the stars. “There has to be an escape route,” she mutters. “I mean, who would create a trap without one?”

“Literally everyone,” Li replies drily. “That is the meaning of the word trap.”

“Speaking of which,” Belcalis interjects, glancing at me, “any idea yet which group of gods is responsible for this abomination of a place?”

I shake my head. “Not the faintest.”

I used to be able to distinguish which god made which creations, but that was before my body started breaking down, before any use of power led to such excruciating pain, I’d scream just thinking about it.

Britta’s gaze wanders back to the sands. “There has to be a way out. There has to be.”

“I’m with you there, heart of my hearts,” Li agrees, using one of his annoying endearments for Britta. “I refuse to lose hope. We’ll find our way out; we have to.” On cue, he squeezes her shoulder reassuringly.

When she leans into it, smiling up at him, envy twinges through me. Keita and I used to be like that, always touching.

I force away the depressing thought. “I agree with you two as well,” I say. “There has to be a way out. There’s always a weak spot somewhere. We just have to find it.”

“And swiftly.” Keita’s voice is low as he rides beside me, so I glance at him, immediately alert.

“What is it?”

“The light is fading,” Lamin answers from the other side of me, his silhouette dark against the rapidly deepening twilight. “Has been ever since we got here.”

Alarm trickles down my spine. It’s been so bright here all this while, I forgot that it was the middle of the night. “But the stars—”

“Are growing dimmer. And there are more dark spots.” Keita points upwards. “Look.”

I follow his finger, my alarm growing when I see he’s right. The edge of the sky is dark, as before, but now there’s also a tiny, almost imperceptible black spot in the middle, as if a shadow has swallowed all the stars. Those flapping sounds are now concentrated at that spot. As is that thrumming. It vibrates through me – a warning.

“What happens when it gets fully dark?” I ask.

Lamin points at the next dune over, where large trails ripple across the red sand, equus skeletons in its wake. “I assume that’s when whatever made those tracks emerges.”

“That’s what I thought.” I urge Ixa on, rushing him towards the top of the dune, where Li waits. But as we approach, Li suddenly stops, his entire body stiffening.

“Uhh, everyone?” he calls. “Over there.”

“Wha now?” Britta sounds irritated as she urges her gryph onwards, but then she stops too, eyes focused on where Li’s pointing.

The moment I catch up to them, I do the same.

A short distance from us is what looks like a plain, except it’s made of the same glossy black material as the mountains. An obsidian floor almost, but one that covers leagues and leagues of sand. What’s shocking, though, is the group of girls kneeling in the middle of it, robed and hooded priests at their side, all of them carrying daggers. Each of the girls is wearing a gold mask, the kind only the wives of village elders wear, except, judging from their awkwardness and the baby fat swathing their bodies, none of these girls is even old enough for the Ritual of Purity. None of these girls is even old enough to leave the children’s corner of the temples.

“Those would be the sacrifices we’ve been expecting,” Li says grimly, immediately recognizing the scene below, as we all do, from having seen it hundreds of times before.

Swords are unsheathed and war hammers hefted, my friends already preparing to do battle with the priests down on that obsidian floor. One thing we’ve always agreed upon is that we save any innocents along the way. Except when I peer closer, I notice what the priests are doing.

I hold up my hand. “Wait, something’s strange.”

I point to where the priests seem to be handing the girls the daggers and whispering encouraging last words to them. Insincere instructions on how to protect themselves, no doubt. It would defeat the point of sacrifice if the sacrifices ended their own lives. Better to give them hope, no matter how pointless.

Then the priests hurry away, footsteps fumbling through the darkness, towards the series of black columns that stand, silent guardians, at the very edge of the black stone floor.

The priests are all human, I can tell that immediately. If any of them were jatu, their vision would be as sharp as ours in this low light, but every one of them stumbles about, their clumsiness exacerbated by the fact that they don’t have any torches.

They don’t want to disturb the creatures hiding in the sands either, that much is apparent.

The moment they reach the columns, they begin frantically pressing the black stones, as if searching for a specific spot. It’s almost amusing, watching them, except they’re clearly villains: they left those girls out on that obsidian floor to die.

Britta squints. “Wha are they doin’? Why are they touchin’ those things?”

My own eyes widen as I realize: “That’s how they’re getting out!” I hiss. “They’re using those columns!”

Now Britta grins. “I knew there had to be a way out!”

As we both watch, rapt, one of the priests reaches the last column and presses something there. The moment he does so, his hand disappears, then his whole shoulder. My breath hitches. It truly is the exit.

I commit the exact location to memory as the priest then gestures to the others, who all follow him as he steps through the rift in the column, as silent as the tomb.

My group remains quiet as well – just as we have this entire time, but our efforts, as it turns out, have been in vain. I look back towards those strange mountains, where that thrumming sound is getting louder with every moment that passes. The creatures know we’re here, likely felt our footsteps the moment we landed in this place. Their bodies are already uncoiling in the distance, readying themselves to hunt whatever unlucky prey has stumbled their way.

We have to hurry now.

I return my attention to the others. “I saw where they pressed the column,” I say. “We take the girls, make our way out through there before those things come out of the mountains.”

“Let’s hurry, then.” Britta grasps her war hammer as we all ride across the sand.

We’ve finally crested the next dune over when the sky just to our right suddenly goes black. Terrified gasps rise from the obsidian floor, the girls swiftly huddling together, their eyes looking in the same direction that ours are. It’s as if all the stars there were candles and someone just snuffed them out. The gryphs begin growling low in their throats.

I turn to my friends. “Hurry!” I urge.

Then we hear the cracking sound.

It’s coming from the darkness, where one of those curved black mountains is shuddering. As I watch, unnerved, another crack sounds, this one even louder than the first. Then another sounds, and another, all in swift succession until – boom! A column of eerie blue light explodes into the air from the peak of the black mountain, releasing four towering black reptilian shapes, which fly in the direction of the obsidian floor and the girls waiting there in terror.

When an eerie scream splits the air, that horrible thrumming underneath it, I glance down at Ixa. Go! I command.

And Ixa begins running, headed straight for the girls.

As he moves, a familiar feeling slithers over me, oily yet suffocating. “The Idugu,” I whisper, hoarse. If I wasn’t certain before, I am now. I turn to the others. “Whatever those things are, they’re connected to the Idugu.”

“Which is why the mist snatched all of us boys first.” Keita curses under his breath as he urges his gryph on.

The male gods have been dead set on vengeance since we escaped their temple three months ago, and Keita is the primary target of their wrath. After all, he’s the one who burned their temple to dust.

“HURRY!” I shout, abandoning all pretence of quiet. “Get the girls through the columns.”

Half have risen and are swiftly removing their masks, horror on their faces. But they’re not what worries me. It’s the other girls. They remain kneeling, lips moving in fervent prayer. One of them in particular, a lanky adolescent with the same dusky skin and midnight-black hair as the others, seems to be intent on keeping her companions in place – even the ones who want to leave.

I sigh. There are always girls like that, girls who believe so desperately that they’ll get the
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