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Dedication
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    To my loved ones, especially the women, who held my hand

and helped me through even when I didn’t know I needed it.

Thank you for showing me true love’s many faces.
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Epigraph

“Behold me, lovely as no woman was or is, undying and half-divine; memory haunts me from age to age, and passion leads me by the hand—evil have I done, and with sorrow have I made acquaintance from age to age, and from age to age evil shall I do, and sorrow shall I know till my redemption comes.”

—She, H. Rider Haggard
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One

Malina
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    “BABY WITCH.”

I couldn’t remember when Dunja had come to sit next to me, our feet dangling over the empty darkness below the summit’s lip. Above us, the night glared moonlit bright, stars winking like bared wolves’ teeth. I could still hear their music, but just faintly, and tonight it was much sharper than usual. A violin played with a blade instead of a bow.

This sky wasn’t for victors or the hopeful. It glittered cold and cutting like the wreckage of our failure strewn across the rocks, the bloodied diamonds Dunja had clawed from Mara’s arms.

Despite all the light, the valley was far enough below to pool in vales of black between the even darker shards of mountains on either side. I’d been so scared to climb up here, hammering heart and palms slick with terror, metal in my mouth. And why? In case I slipped and fell and died? So stupid, when dying was so easy they sometimes called it a mercy. If I inched forward just a little, leaned into all that waiting air, I probably wouldn’t even feel the landing.

And I would definitely stop feeling everything else.

“Baby witch, come,” Dunja said again, more insistently this time, as if she could hear my thoughts. “We have to go.”

Still, she didn’t make me move. I felt a bright, high-pitched chime of love for my aunt, for letting me hurt just a little longer. Her arm lay so light over my shoulders that I hadn’t even noticed when she first touched me. And her side next to mine felt just as insubstantial, as if she were made of gathered thistledown. Like a huffed-out breath would blow her apart.

How long had we even been sitting there? I wondered. I didn’t realize I had said it out loud until Dunja responded. “A few hours, perhaps? Izkara wouldn’t hear of leaving us be at first—that iron-cast bitch never did know when to yield a little—but sometimes our old mother does have the forbearance to know when to let loose the reins. The wisdom of the centuries, you could call it. Especially when there’s only one way down for the horse to take, once it’s ready to come,” she added wryly.

Beneath the scrim of humor, her voice was desperately heavy. It sounded just like I felt. All of her sounded like I felt, wind keening over a desert so lonely that it hadn’t ever dreamed of life. Fjolar might have flicked Dunja away like a burr, but when he stole Iris and disappeared with her, it still meant Dunja had lost him yet again.

And beneath that loss, I could hear the looping echo of her love. As if she stood on a mountaintop calling out his name just to hear it come whipping back to her, to land on her arm like a hunter’s hawk. Sinking in its talons until she thrilled with the pain of its homecoming.

Even as much as I ached for Iris, the raw fervor of my aunt’s love made my insides wilt with sympathy. Without thinking, I hummed a little to soothe her, a delicate, questing arpeggio meant to be a balm.

She flinched so violently it brought me up short. “Stop,” she grated out. “I don’t want your comfort, little niece. It hurts worse than the hurting.”

“How can you stand it?” I whispered to her. “Riss is gone, but maybe—she might still come back. She’s strong like that, you know? She makes it through when anyone else wouldn’t know the first step to take. But him . . . he left you. Twice. How can you take it? How can you want him back?”

She turned to look at me, her face close enough to mine that I felt the warmth of her sigh skip across my lips. Her tears had left streaks across her cheeks, and the cool wind kept threading strands of white hair through her eyelashes and between her lips. She looked all cut into pieces and then pasted back together, a collage of pointed, perfect features and luminous skin seamed with dried salt. A darker smear trailed along on the left side of her face. When she lifted a hand to touch my cheek, it was dark too, and rough with grit from where she’d rested it on the summit’s stone.

It was Mara’s blood, I realized. Even dried and crusted under Dunja’s nails, it still had the faint, ancient smell of a long-lost Eden. Fully ripe fruit bending every bough, and sunlit air heavy with incense.

“Because it’s what I am now,” she said. Something seemed different about her wide eyes, but in the moonlight, I couldn’t quite tell what it was. “I’m just a thing that loves him. I thought I could be a little bit of something else on top of that. Not quite a person, not anymore—I know what’s too much to ask—but a kind of thing that loved you, too. Enough to set you and your sister free.”

She believed that, I could hear it, she really did. It made my heart ache to half breaking. “But you did try to set us free,” I argued, taking her tiny, bloody hand from my cheek and squeezing it. “You got us all this far. It’s not your fault, what happened. We don’t even know what happened.”

She squeezed my hand back, so tight I nearly gasped. “Then let’s make our way down, sweetness, and find out where we stand.”

WITH MY CHEST an aching hollow empty of my sister’s song, I couldn’t find it in me to be scared of the descent. Still, Dunja picked my way down for me the same way she’d gotten me up. Pinning me to the cliffside with her body, finding me hand- and footholds for every step. So I wouldn’t have to look away from the rock and face the drop even once, or feel the wind course over my back.

I didn’t need her help, but I let her do it anyway. I could hear how it made her feel just a half note better to take care of me this way.

Mara and nine others waited for us at the summit’s base. The first nine, I guessed, the strong ones whose gleam hadn’t been bled pale by centuries of breeding for beauty and grace. They had found her a log to sit on while they waited for us. She perched on it like the burned effigy of a long-dead queen, her tattered dress draped over the wood in a ridiculously artful way. As if being the empress of her line could somehow possibly still matter.

A stone-ringed fire burned at her feet, shimmering blue as the Cattaro Bay at its base and sunrise golden in the crown of the flame. Every once in a while, Mara skimmed her fingers through it idly, like a little girl trailing her hand in water. My first thought was that it must be fake, an illusion kindled by someone’s empty gleam. But even from where Dunja and I stood feet away, I could feel the waves of heat rolling off it.

It wasn’t that the fire didn’t burn hot. It was that she either liked the sear, or couldn’t feel it at all.

It reminded me of the bowls full of fire that had surrounded her throne in the ballroom while Riss and I knelt waiting to compete against each other. The memory of it lit my belly with a different kind of flame.

“Nice of you to hang back for us,” I said, flat. “But I’m not going anywhere with you, not ever. So I don’t know why you’d bother to wait.”

“Of course you are coming with us, fledgling.” Her tripled voice thrummed in my chest like plucked bass strings. It made me want to speak back to her in the same multiplied way. As if that was our own language, special to the two of us. As if we were really family. “Nor do I know why you would think it your place to do otherwise.”

I’d never considered myself a violent person. Riss killed spiders for me, and that only when the paper she slipped under the cupping glass accidentally smashed them on their way outside. And even after having seen Mama hit Riss more times than I could think of without cringing, I couldn’t remember ever wanting to hit her, or anyone else.

But now the only thing that kept me from throwing myself at Mara like something turned suddenly and blindly feral was Dunja’s grip on my wrist.

“You don’t want to do that, baby witch,” she warned, low. “Izkara—”

“Stem to stern, yeah,” I said through gritted teeth. “I remember.”

Izkara met my eyes, her own huge and scornful in her still-wolfish face. Even with her features warped by bones that should never have trussed human skin, the way her nose and chin pinched into an elegant snout was a weirdly pretty thing to see. Especially with the thick, waist-length tumble of her dark hair. She reminded me of maenads, the Greek maidens who served Dionysus. Women who went mad with wine and ecstatic lust, and tore men into shreds.

Under different circumstances, maybe I could have even liked her, this grandmother so many “greats” removed from me.

“You think you know what you’ve lost,” Izkara rasped around a mouthful of too many teeth. Her incisors and canines were so long they kept her lips parted even between words. “You know less than nothing. And I wonder what your pixie princess would think, to hear you so ready to leave her behind. We have her, of course, and her brother, too; the others have already taken them home. Yet you haven’t even asked of her.”

Niko.

It was true. I hadn’t spared a single thought for Niko, not since Iris had been taken.

And just days ago I’d finally let her have what she wanted, what had been silently hers for so long. I’d let her have I love you, murmured against her lips and into the hollow of her throat.

I know you love Riss, she’d said right before that. I love Luka, too. But you can’t be scared of her like this, pie. She’ll think whatever she thinks, and of course she’ll still love you even if you love me. And if you’ll finally just say it to me, then maybe . . .

Maybe what? I’d prodded gently.

Maybe I’ll finally feel like I don’t always come in second.

The same shame and guilt I’d felt then crescendoed inside me now. How could I have forgotten my Niko like this, so completely?

“Okay,” I said, swallowing hard. “I’ll come. But just for her, and for Luka. Then all of us are getting the hell away from you.”

“Yes, you will come,” Mara agreed equably. “And then you will listen to your old mother have her say. And after that, I think, you will see nothing so much as the need to stay.”

The phoenix in my belly roused again, ashes raining from ruffled wings. “Why do you keep talking to me like you have the right—”

“Daughter,” she broke in, flicking two fingers to beckon me over. “Bank that fury for a single fraction of a moment, and attend me instead.”

Even without the call of her ribbons, and despite the burns, she was still herself. Gorgeously grotesque, like the scarlet hourglass on a black widow’s bulbous belly. It wasn’t that she compelled me to come, but more like I’d wanted to go to her to begin with and she’d just deigned to remind me of that.

She kept her gaze locked with mine as I picked my way reluctantly to her, my feet slipping over loose stones and slick grass just beginning to dew. Her squared chin tipped up, firelight flinging the ruined patches of her skin into hideous relief. I nearly shied away from it, the evidence of how horribly we’d hurt her. I would never say so to her—she couldn’t deserve my sympathy—but my stomach twisted just the same.

It must have shown on my face. I’d never been able to keep myself blank like Riss. Mara flicked her free hand dismissively, her own face softening. “Do not bother with my afflictions, my tender songbird. They will heal in much less than due time. As it is, I barely feel them.”

It was true. Agony had a droning pitch, a whine like the drill Natalija—Naisha, I reminded myself, not my plain-faced music teacher but a coven daughter centuries old—had used in her shop to engrave instruments with their owners’ initials. I heard nothing like that in Mara, besides the timpani drumming of her urgency.

By the time I reached her she’d gloved both hands in amber fire, her eyes slitting like a cat’s with pleasure. And somehow her burns weren’t getting any worse.

“Do you see, fledgling?” she murmured in a silky braided whisper. “I feared my spell lay shattered after the three of you crashed through it, children barging into the torrents of what was once a river frozen tame at great expense. And I feel the warming within me, that I am no longer winter through and through. Yet you see—fire still fails to touch me.”

My mouth filled with sawdust. “What does that mean?” I croaked.

“What it means is that the spell has been fractured, rather than entirely broken. He may be free again, but he is not whole, and the shackles I wrought weigh on him still. He will not be quite the monstrously powerful thing that he once was.” Her face tightened, seams cinching at the corners of her eyes and lips. “At least, not yet.”

A silvery note of hope sounded in my chest. So bright and sharp it nearly hurt, chimes struck with a shard of glass. “He?” I echoed breathlessly. “Do you mean that Fjolar—Death—is somehow weaker now?”

Because if he was, maybe it meant that Riss wasn’t trapped where he had taken her. That maybe, somehow, we could get her back.

Mara’s nostrils flared with impatience. “Of course I do not mean my death-son, fledgling.” Her voice pulsed with the steady beat of truth, a baffling undercurrent of sadness lapping beneath. My neck prickled, goose bumps rippling over my skin. Those words brought back the last thing I could remember her saying, after we lost Riss.

My feckless boy—my death-son made of the flesh I lent him—is not what we should fear.

“I mean the menace, the scourge,” she continued, voice forking like a snake’s tongue, and then again into her tripled tones. “My greatest mistake.”

I remembered the rest of it then.

It’s what happens to you, and this whole unready world, she had said, when a king of demons walks its face again.
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Two

Iris
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I WAS AN ISLAND IN A LAKE OF LIGHT.

Skeins of hair floated around me, or at least, the memory of hair. I remembered having hair, could almost still feel it with the nook of my mind tasked with keeping me solid and whole, stopping me from melting into the liquid gold. If I still had hair, then I maybe also had parted lips, gilded lashes, and wide-open eyes, reflecting an ocean’s churning expanse of light. My arms and legs felt loose and boneless, the blinding glitter around me enough to keep me afloat without any movement of my own.

My contours were fuzzy, blurred and overbright. But wherever I was, I hadn’t become a part of it yet.

Yet with my mouth so full of glow, I wasn’t all that sure I even wanted to cling to my own form. I felt so safe here, so exalted and secure, like something tiny tucked inside a jar full of fireflies.

At the image, a memory sprang up, lancing me through with longing: Malina and me kneeling and shushing each other’s giggles, combing fireflies out of midnight air with fumbling little-girl fingers, like pomegranate seeds sifted from water. Then another: my sister’s twisted face when she had seen me stolen, Fjolar wresting me away from her.

Something touched me then, and the phantom limb of my body jerked in shock.

The light coalesced into almost shapes, and then some thing made from molten stars surged toward me. Its eyes met mine, huge and shot through with streaks of paler light, with cloverleaf pupils like crossed figure eights. The light it was poured from had a sinuous cast, and as it nudged and nosed me, I thought,

dragon?

snake?

feathers, or scales?

Now that it was here beside me, I had something to use for measure. As colossal as it was, coiling carefully around me like a leviathan that had made me its pet, set against this boundless world it might as well have been a sea monkey bobbing in a water bauble. Beyond it I caught a sense of vast citadels, buildings with columns wide around as redwoods, that would have dwarfed the mountains of my Montenegro at least a thousand times.

This world was so tremendous that I was smaller than its most minute component parts. Only this little thing could even see me with its naked eye.

Yet tiny as I was, I could feel how this realm and its sentinel creature loved me, and yearned for me to stay.

Daughter, it said to me, somehow both a whisper and a bellow. So loud it would have tolled in my eardrums if I’d had them, so low it sifted over me like a touch as much as sound. Welcome, our daughter!

But beneath my growing awareness of both bounty and magnitude, and wedged under the explosive joy of being so wanted, I could feel something else—a world fathoms below like this one’s negative, a teeming, oil-slick rainbow as starving as this place was full.

There was power down there, too. It ravened and reached, for anything beyond itself.

It was so hungry. And it saw me.

Then a grip I’d completely forgotten tightened like a manacle around the memory of my hands. And with a yank so sharp it left a trailing vacuum in my wake, I left both the dark and light behind.

I HAD MY body back. Or I had something, anyway, something that could feel.

Because everything was pain.

Maybe it was a tithe for how effortless that first step had been, Fjolar tugging me through the arch of my own wisteria into that golden soak. Maybe this agony was the toll, this sense that my core filaments had been unwound and then woven carelessly back together. My bones ached as if the marrow inside them had swelled by three sizes, and my skin felt peeled back to expose glistening nerves. Compared to everything else, my throat hurt in an almost minimal way, a raw, stripped ache that I would have dismissed as barely devastating if I’d been able to make myself stop screaming.

Fjolar’s voice boomed from somewhere above me, echoing in my chest. “Iris! Flower girl, what’s the matter with you?”

With a monstrous effort, I shoved my knuckles into my mouth, bit down on them until teeth met bone, and eked one eye open. Through the film of tears, I could see the wavering outlines of his face hovering above me. As he dipped closer, the tips of a stray lock of his hair brushed my cheek.

Just that glancing touch, the slight scratch of hair over inflamed skin, was far too much to take.

“Get away!” I shrieked. “Don’t touch me!”

Then I plummeted into something between sleep and unconsciousness, like a burned-out meteor thudding into soil.

IT WAS THE smell of the sand that woke me.

I opened my eyes slowly, the root of every eyelash a bright pinprick of pain. As soon as the sleep evaporated, my senses snarled to life. The cool breeze battered my exposed cheek, and where my face rested, I could feel the individual imprint of every grain.

And the smell of it . . . glass came from sand, and so I knew what it was made of, rocks and crushed shells and crumbled sea-cliff stone, swept together by wind and water. But I had never known sand to be so pungent, an acrid, mineral tang mingling with the salty kelp smell of fish and the sea.

Bile welled up in my throat, and I took shallow mouth-breaths until I felt like I could prop myself up without everything inside me rushing out. Slowly, I eased up to sitting. With every gritty blink, the blurred world around me slid into sharper focus.

By the time I’d fumbled my way onto my knees, my vision had reached the piercing clarity of a fever dream—enough to make out the nicks in the sun-bleached ribs that curved around me. They cradled me like a bone shelter from the lurid purple of the sky, so riddled with streaks of stars that I thought of it for the first time as a true celestial body. Something with its own circulatory system of glowing arteries and veins.

“Oh, what?” I rasped to myself, dragging a hand over my flaming face. “What the fuck?”

I gripped one of the ribs and shakily levered myself up. Once I was standing, the ribs came up to my thighs, and a knobbly column of vertebrae trailed many feet away from me, half buried, so long that at some point spine must have turned into tail.

Thousands of others jutted from the sand, an eroded graveyard rising from dunes frosted with mica. Shielding my eyes—that ultraviolet sky made it hard to tell what time it was, but still the light was glaringly bright—I turned in a shaky circle. Nothing but sandy crops of rock and desert spitting up chimera skeletons, flippers scattered beside bones that looked like they had once been finely articulated feet.

There was something so morbidly decadent and improbable about it, all these picked-clean pieces of lost life strewn over sparkling desert. The patterns of the remains were so precise that the gleam thrashed inside me, yearning to fractal it all. To whip this burial ground up into a hurricane of rib cage within rib cage, chained by links of interlocking tails and wreathed with gusts of speckled sand.

I could smell them too, I realized. I could smell all these bones, their petrified reek. Even after all the years it must have taken to scour them so clean, I would have sworn they still stank of blood and copper.

It brought everything flooding back: Mama on the floor of the café, wings of blood unfurling to either side, suspended in some chrysalis between death and life. Malina and me hunting Dunja through Montenegro, stripping back layers of lies. Following, hand over hand, the tangled ropes that tied us to the coven of our family, until we finally reached the central knot that was Mara.

Mara, our far-mother, who’d sold daughters to Death so she and hers would never have to die. Mara, who had let Fjolar whisk me away even as Dunja, Lina, and I broke the spell that bound us all.

That was where my logic stuttered. If the spell was truly broken, how was I even here? Because this was Fjolar’s kingdom; it had to be. The haven in which he whiled away the lifetimes of his performing brides.

As if I had summoned him with the thought, I could see his shadow lengthen beside mine. It fell bulbous and too long, at an angle that made no sense without a central light source in the sky to cast it.

“Flower girl.” Beneath the thin-skinned veneer of calm, I heard the simmer of excitement. He was thrilled—no, elated that I was here. “Are you better yet?”

I wheeled to face him, the entire world swimming giddy with the movement, as if I were the focal point of a colossal kaleidoscope. Fractals of skeleton and sand chased my vision, like the tracers I’d seen the one time I dropped acid with a group of Belgian tourists passing through Cattaro. So long ago, now, it felt like, and who knew how far away.

Lina had taken care of me that night, when I’d come crashing down from the high like a tightrope walker taken by a sudden gust. I swallowed a sob at the thought of my sister, her reedy violinist’s fingers cool and gentle on my sweaty temples as she sang me into calm. Soothing and sweet as a springtime breeze.

And just as far away, while I was stuck here with him.

“Am I ‘better yet’?” I spat at him, so flushed with fury I’d have lunged over and swung at him if just keeping my feet planted under me wasn’t demanding the use of every muscle. “Oh, yes, I’m all set now, thank you. Except that you took me, you stole me from my sister and brought me here where everything hurts and everything smells, it’s all too bright, and why is everything so much?”

“Because I thought you’d like it that way, flower,” he shot back, and I felt a moment of precarious give inside me at the familiar challenge in his eyes—somehow even bluer here than they had been in my world, bright and variegated like delphinium crossed with fennel flower, still edged in smudged black liner. Otherwise, he looked exactly like I remembered, like he’d belong best at a rave held in a mead hall. Platinum hair tucked behind the spirals of his gauged earrings and brushing broad shoulders, the nearly neon purple light flinging the Nordic bones of his face into stark relief. His lips the only point of softness.

“Isn’t too much of everything exactly what you claimed to want?” he demanded. “Though I admit I didn’t foresee the . . . side effects of bringing you here in such full blush.”

“Full blush?” I echoed, my voice still warbly with rage. The edges of my vision throbbed like strobe lights, but I found if I kept my gaze locked on his face, it wasn’t quite as maddening. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ve never done it this way before. None of Mara’s daughters ever came here with me in the flesh. When their souls crossed over with me, their bodies always stayed behind. But you . . .” His eyes flared with jubilance, and this time he didn’t bother to feign restraint. “You’re all the way here. Body and soul, both right here with me. I’ve brought you with me fully.”

He paused and gave me an expectant look, one pale eyebrow lifted, as if waiting for me to discover that I was actually giddy with delight at how completely he had me trapped.

For the first time, I looked down at myself. I was still wearing the plain white tank top, jeans, and too-big pink-and-black sneakers I’d found rummaging through Dunja’s sort-of-stolen van. Both the clothes and my bare arms were covered in a fine, gritty layer of silvery sand. I dusted off one forearm experimentally, and just like the rib that I’d used as a crutch, the sand felt mostly like what it was. Too keen and too gritty, but undeniably real.

But this wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I remembered Dunja’s dance, the way she had painted for us the sweeping, dream-spun magic of this place, the beautiful vacuum of it—just a backdrop for her performance. Nothing here had been real for her; she hadn’t been able to touch, smell, taste, or hear anything but Death, in the form he’d taken to match the lover she’d most wanted.

He had been the focal point of her entire existence during the years she’d spent dancing for him.

It was nothing like that for me. For all that I wanted to slap that slick self-satisfaction off his face, looking at Fjolar felt nearly normal. Or as close as I could come to it, here where “natural” light looked like it’d been filtered through an amethyst prism.

“You sound pretty damn euphoric about that, Fjolar—Death—whatever I call you now,” I said bitterly, wrapping my arms tight around myself. “Like maybe I’m supposed to thank you for stealing me so thoroughly. But it feels like poison here, all wrong. I need to leave, right now. You need to take me back.”

He laced both hands behind his neck as layers of expression settled over his face, so many things at once that I didn’t want to see. Smugness, radiant pleasure, and underneath it all, a bedrock base of dense defiance.

“No.”

Pure despair cascaded over me. “Fjolar, please. Being here is going to kill me, I can feel it. I need to go home.”

And I need Lina, and Luka. Luka, whose see-you-soon kisses, right before I climbed up to Bobotov Kuk with my sister and my aunt, still felt warm on my cheeks and between my eyes.

“You aren’t understanding.” His face turned stony. “I never had to keep a lover here against her will—and why would I do it now, with you so sullen and ungrateful? I’m not saying that I won’t take you back.”

“Then . . . what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I can’t.”
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Three
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    HE HAD IMAGINED HIS FREEDOM SO CLEARLY, IN CLOSE TO countless different ways.

That was something to be said for millennia of banishment, for being buried beneath years stacked upon years. It did give one lavish time to think. And if those thoughts grew blotty and formless, wisping through the mind like squid ink through water, what of it? There wasn’t a single soul anywhere nearby to hear them told.

He had never doubted it would give way eventually; nothing in this world was forever, at least nothing besides him. But how would it begin? With a hairline fracture, maybe, threading through the frozen pillar that formed his prison. Something that would spread like a slow web, fissures creeping through the column until it crackled before finally buckling beneath its own weight.

Or maybe it would dissipate in flakes, little shards shaved off by years of swirling currents. He could hear the relentless churn of the water against the ice, though he had never heard any sounds of life. The moat of magic that surrounded her column—the massive spear that kept him pinioned to the seafloor like a needle through a moth—warded it from anything living.

Or at least, after such long, lonely, and waterlogged silence, he thought that it must. He couldn’t know for certain; her magic had never been fathomable to him. If it had, he would have begun gnawing at it when she first flung him down here.

Crunching and licking and scraping at her ice until it couldn’t hope to hold him.

But he had never understood the shape and measure of her gleam. He had seen her shine with it, of course, but you could watch the sun until it scorched your eyes and still never know how its fire held dominion over the sky.

She had always been beyond his reckoning.

It was part of why he had loved her once he finally found her. Even when the hunger swelled beyond resistance or reason; even when the oily darkness in his veins rushed like a voracious tide. It was why he had been content to bask in her light, to rest his cheek on her collarbone even when the want spoke to him in its legion of whispers. You love her, and so? Tear her to pieces, pluck her apart, flay her until all that gleam comes pooling out. Drink your fill of it, and of her, and then you will have drunk her love. She is all for you, you lord and master of this realm.

Yours to break open, like everything else.

But he could not do it, could not bring himself to consume her. Could not douse the fire inside her, dull the luster of those clear eyes. Not when she slept curled under his chin next to their stone-ringed, flickering fire, and he could smell the warmed scalp beneath her hair.

He could not do it, not while she loved him back so well.

Except that it had been a lie. Every scent, every taste, every whisper of her skin against his skin, spun cleverly like wool to pull over his eyes. Until he was blind enough with trust to follow her to that clearing, wreathed with snowy pines beneath a star-choked winter sky.

He had known that she was something much more than simply beautiful, but he had not thought that she could possibly be so strong. Yet she had been strong enough to cast him here somehow, to sink him hissing into the water like the ember of a falling star.

On his long descent, he had seen the water’s menagerie of wonders. Sleek beasts with beak-like snouts, and mammoth ones that bugled mournful songs. Turtles that spared him only half a glance, and swarms of silver, speckled fish, scattering as he plunged through them with bubbles boiling in his wake.

Then her magic had hardened around him, filling up his eyes. All he saw was darkness and the faintest sprites of light—the tiny bits of sun that augured through her pillar, to needle him with the promise of a daylit world so many leagues above.

In all this time, he’d been so severely, savagely alone, with nothing to sustain him but the memory of her face. And with little else to dwell on, he had thought he would surely feel when it began. A rending or a cleaving, the birth of some fresh rift.

Yet when the pillar vanished, it went in sublime silence.

In one moment, it crushed him as it always had.

And in the next, it was simply gone.
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Four

Iris
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“HOW LONG DO YOU PLAN TO STAY DOWN THERE?”

“What do you care?” I mumbled into the bony knots of my knees. I’d found that curling up mollusk-tight soothed me a little. The smell of my own skin, the press of my arms where they locked around my legs, the fall of my hair around me like a protective veil—they all felt like a shield. Maybe it was because the materials that made me weren’t alien like everything else here.

“I said, what do you care?” I repeated flatly, when Fjolar didn’t answer. He was sitting near but not quite next to me, reeking of exasperation. “You just told me you had no intention of getting me out of here. And since it hurts to move, and looking around is almost worse, why should I do either?”

“That isn’t what I said,” he snapped. “I told you I didn’t know how to let you go, given that I’ve never had a flesh companion here with me before. I thought having all of you here would be spectacularly different, a new thing. I certainly didn’t know it would be like this,” he added petulantly. “Or I would have thought twice on bringing you, believe me.”

“Can you stop saying ‘flesh’ like that?” I snapped back. “It’s making me feel like you lugged me here like a sack of steaks.”

“Why are you being this way?” He sounded so baffled and galled that I huffed an incredulous laugh into my knees. “You liked me before. Truly liked me, past the magic that bound us. You wanted me, and badly. I felt it, tasted it on you. I know you’re not comfortable yet, but we’re here together. I set you free from all that held you back, gave you everything you said you wanted—and it’s still not to your taste?”

My head whipped up so fast a needle of pain zinged down my neck. “You’re Death, for fuck’s sake,” I spat at him, galvanic with fury. “You lied to me about everything, and then you ripped me away from everyone I actually love. Yes, I liked you, when I thought you were a bad-idea boy with beautiful ink and clever hands and a mother like mine. Of course I liked you; that’s why you came to me that way. But you’re not even really human, and here isn’t any realer than you are. So if you can’t take me back, what difference does it make if I never move again?”

I heard him draw a long-suffering sigh. “Fine. Let’s molder away here, then. If you want to sulk yourself to the bone under a sky that never changes, that’s exactly what will happen. The many pieces of this world—they’re not like yours. They don’t abide by planetary rhythms, day or night, the shifting of seasons. They’re only and always exactly as they are. Like living paintings.”

I chanced a peek. The sky above hadn’t changed a glimmer, from what I could tell. Its light still pounded over us in that same incandescent violet, and the Van Gogh whorls of supernovae and huge, bright stars twinkled as aggressively as before. They were fixed points, speared to the sky, as incapable of momentum as everything else here.

Still, they were outrageously beautiful, even eerier than the skeletal menagerie clawing through the sand around us. But as exuberant as this place looked, I could see how such a solitude of bones and stars could get kind of tiresome.

“They may be static,” he continued, “but they’re also wonders, stitched together in a way your world could never accommodate. There’s so much to see here, if you’d bother to look. So much beauty for you to bloom for me. I molded it for you and you alone, willed it into being in the time it took for you to cross over here. I made it with you, like I’ve done for every one of Mara’s daughters who’s come before.”

I squinted at him. “What do you mean, you made it with me?”

“We were connected by the spell, before you tried to break it open,” he said. A runnel of sadness ran below the accusatory words, like an underground spring. He missed it, I could tell, the intoxicated, spellbound connection between us when I was still under the thrall that Mara’s magic cast over us both.

And with a guilty start, I realized I missed it a little too. Without that sense of magnetic attraction, he was a stranger to me, volatile and hostile. Which left me even lonelier, a more desperate castaway than before. Afraid on top of angry. He’d never done anything violent in front of me, but that meant nothing now. He’d even stopped calling me flower.

And tall as I was, I was so little compared to him. Especially in this alien, toxic place. His place.

“I could feel the crenellations of your mind, your interests and your cravings,” he continued. “I knew what would please you to see, the shapes that could tantalize you. And that’s what this world is—an offering to you, made in your image.” He shot me a dark, slantwise look. “Though I see I might as well not have bothered.”

“You mean a stage made in my image, don’t you?” I tossed back. “That was the idea you two had, wasn’t it? To give me the perfect backdrop for my performance for you.”

“You give her so little credit,” he said, with such a sudden knife-edge to his voice that it startled me into looking properly at him. His azure gaze was so direct and reproachful that for a second, I actually felt the burn of shame. “It’s cruel to talk about her that way. Worse than cruel, it’s petty. And neither becomes you.”

I barked out a half laugh. “You think I care what becomes me? You’re calling me cruel and petty, when the both of you piled lies on top of lies? She used her own daughters to keep herself alive, and you simply used us for play. And now I’m meant to spill over with sympathy for her?”

This time I couldn’t interpret the murk that crossed his eyes. “The spell she cast was colossal,” he said, clipped. “And even with all the effort it took—with everything it cost her—she didn’t want you to suffer. This world I built for you is meant to make the most of your gleam, but it’s also meant to bring you joy.”

“How do you build anything, anyway?” I snapped. “You’re Death. You’re a negator, not a creator.”

He lifted a pale eyebrow. “And who do you think crafts what comes next, for every sentient thing that dies?”

I felt a sharp nick of surprise at that, like a paper cut before the blood welled up. It was so easy to forget, having touched all the parts of him that were warm and so convincingly human, who I was really talking to. Regardless of what he looked, sounded, and tasted like, he wasn’t just a demanding, self-indulgent boy. The piece of him by my side was only a fraction of a force that I couldn’t begin to understand.

The culler of every living thing.

It hadn’t even occurred to me that I could die of being with him, at any moment. The others before me had, yes, but it had been by performing until they burned themselves out. But now, I was a person like any other. He could snuff me out like a midge smeared carelessly between two fingers, because that was who he was. That was what he was for.

Maybe I needed to be so much more careful with him than I was being.

“Ah . . .” I opened my mouth and closed it. “So that’s what happens after we die? What about reincarnation? Shouldn’t—wouldn’t God have created whatever comes next? Or gods, whatever there is.”

He gave a rugged half shrug, like a wolf twitching its hide. “The right isn’t mine to share those kinds of truths with you. And I didn’t bring you here to debate theology. We’re here to be happy together, so that our bliss . . .” He trailed off, his face shuttering.

“So that our bliss what?” There was something else going on here, then. I could practically feel him holding back from me. But why? “Are you telling me there’s some purpose to you crafting this world for me, and me making things beautiful for you? Something beyond letting Mara live forever, I mean?”

He stood abruptly, dusting silvery sand off his black-trousered thighs. “Of course there’s a purpose. She’s never
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