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TO EVERYONE WHO DARES TO IMAGINE SOMETHING BETTER




ON THE EVE OF RAPTURE

I AM THE EARTH, AND THE earth is me.

I do not know when I came into existence.

When I was born, so too was the earth.

And I was given the power over life and death.

Three gifts guide the shape and structure of reality: The ability to act. The will to act.

And the greatest of all: imagination.

It is justice that must determine the fate of humanity.

But what is justice?

One must choose what is right and what is wrong. And in my heart I could not.

So I gave my heart to you.

And so you were born of it. You are Hiva. You are justice.

“Anne, is that you?”

That is not my name.

Open your eyes.

Iris did as she was commanded. She awoke in a field that defied logic and mocked wonder. And yet she remembered it. This glorious field of crystal flowers. Their radical colors: every shade of pink, blue, purple, each too sharp to be real. White vines twisted around red trees underneath an eternal sunset. She remembered it all.

This was the earth’s core, where souls gathered.

This was her home.

Everyone had a start. The earth may have had its physical core, made of stone and molten lava, but there existed a different “core” beyond the realm of space and time: a liminal, metaphysical space between dimensions. It was here her soul was created and here her soul had returned to after her murder.

Iris lifted a hand and let a golden butterfly perch upon her finger. It was good to finally remember. Like an itch that needed scratching, the secret of her identity had become somewhat of an obsession to her. Her “human” life had been filled with so much chaos and misery.

Misery.

“Jinn…,” she whispered, and when she closed her eyes, she felt it again: the violent thrust of a jagged sword made of her own bones. The sharp pain slicing her spine and her heart.

Jinn’s reflection in the glass. His cold eyes staring back at her. Her anger stirred in her once more from deep in her stomach, hot and furious as it rose to her head and stifled each breath. Jinn had murdered her. After everything they’d been through. He’d taken up the sword forged by her enemies and dealt the final blow.

How else could she be here in the earth’s core? She had been killed.

Her hands began to shake. She bit down on her lip to quell the pain of her memories, but they taunted her with relentless fury.

Rest. Rest now.

“Anne’s” voice. It offered her little comfort, but as the seconds and minutes passed, she began to notice the clean air in her lungs again. There was much to do. Plans to be made. She couldn’t lose her head now.

Now that she was finally home, she might as well rest awhile.

Revenge would come later.

When was the last time she’d returned here?

Ah yes. After destroying the Naacal. After her body had returned to dust inside Heaven’s Shrine, her soul had returned here.

Inside the earth’s core, up there in the sunset sky, as always, she could see the other earths. Not all of them. Some of them were too far away, obscured behind planets like hidden moons. Each of those earths had its own Hiva. Each had its own civilization cooking up monstrosities and disasters that warranted their deaths.

“Do you know about the other earths?” Iris asked the One who created her.

Yes, she answered. On one earth, humans have become enslaved by the machines they’ve built. On another earth, four warriors battle in an endless cycle against creatures of nightmare that move like phantoms across the lands. On one earth, the diseases of bigotry, capitalist greed, and political strife have brought the planet and its billions of inhabitants to the brink of collapse.

And on another earth, they plot our destruction.

“Our destruction?”

Or rather, the destruction of humans. They’ve heard the distortions of space and time echoing from our earth. They lie in wait to strike and conquer. All they need is for someone to open a door.

“And you don’t care?”

The godlike creature did not immediately answer.

No matter the circumstances, humanity always seems to come to an end. Whether by Hiva’s hand or another. Humanity’s folly always leads to its destruction. I watched it for many cycles before I brought you into existence, and then I watched it for many more cycles after. If there is another way, then I have not yet seen it. Perhaps I’m incapable of seeing it.

Another way. The words reminded her of someone—the Hiva who’d orchestrated her death. An alien prince searching across dimensions for an answer to that same question, craving friendship and camaraderie.

Hiva. She remembered his golden skin and earthy locks as he’d embraced the Naacal’s children in a field of yellow flowers. Hiva. Unlike Iris, he had no other name. Nature loved him. It had sensed his kindness and his hope—the simplest of desires:

Rather, I was hoping for companionship. Is it all right, Hiva, if I call you sister?

But Hiva was justice. Why did he wish for what he did not need?

Recalling came at a cost. She could no longer run from those painful memories.

The golden butterfly fluttered off her finger, and Iris suddenly remembered a flock of golden birds taking off into the thundering sky, the rushing winds battering Hiva’s long locks. The betrayal etched in his face. The fury.

Even the children? he’d cried after she’d burned down a barn filled with frightened families. Even the children, sister?

The Naacal had loved her once. The civilizations she’d murdered had always seemed to love her before their adoration rotted and only hatred remained. The Lemurians and the Atlanteans had worshipped her too. And each time, when she’d brought the apocalypse down upon their heads, they had cursed her, as if her cleansings were unjustified. They’d fought back. They’d used every means to destroy her, even if it meant sacrificing their own.

Like the Naacal. Like that abhorrent day.

Iris closed her eyes, the memory all too dreadfully clear. The civilization of the Naacal had been under siege. She’d already murdered half the world. Their desperation had reached its peak. And so they had called upon a weapon of nightmare to destroy her.

There was a mountain range at the northern tip of the central continent. From inside the tallest of the mountains had emerged the Titans: mechanical monsters that looked and moved like spiders. They were the size of little moons themselves. Bigger than the most fearsome structure she’d seen made by human hands. The Naacal reserved Titans for only their greatest foes, using them in their most fearsome wars. They were weapons to obliterate the Naacal’s enemies and threaten their oppressed into obedience. They were bombs, ready to annihilate anything with the click of a mere device.

Nyeth had told Iris all about them in the days he’d worshipped her. He’d shown her scrolls on their design and instruction hidden in a secret underground facility. He’d shown her the device. The device that shut them on and off at a whim.

“They are energy weapons powered by nuclear fission,” Nyeth had told her. “Their blasts are said to be more powerful than the strike of a god’s hand. The Solar Titan and Shadow Titan together can destroy an entire continent within one week.” Nyeth showed her the shimmering tablet, upon which the Naacalian symbols of the sun and moon were etched. “With just one touch of a button, we can activate them. Then the Titans will crawl out of their mountain dwelling place, ready for war.”

At the time, Iris had wondered why Nyeth had been so proud of these aberrations. She’d destroyed their civilization before he could ever use them on her.

The Titans wouldn’t have killed her anyway. No mechanical device made by man could fell her. The worst those machines would have done was blow away her body, but as long as her crystal heart lived on, so would she.

The Naacal, however, did not live on.

Iris had taken so many lives across so many generations—eons. It was about time, she supposed, that someone put a stop to her. She just never expected that it would be Jinn.

Iris hung her head, her fingers digging into her palms, irritated rather than calmed when more golden butterflies landed upon her head.

Being murdered by someone she loved. Was this recompense for her own millennia of murder? But she’d never asked for this life. She’d never asked to be justice. And she’d never forced humanity to be so wicked that her judgment would be the same every time she was called to hand down her verdict.

“It’s all your fault,” Iris whispered, a single hot tear dripping from her eyelashes before she wiped it away in a fit of rage. “You… you humans. You always deserved to die each time.”

If justice shaped the future of humanity, then why did so many humans care not one bit for it? Why was it an afterthought for kings and ministers? From generals to landlords, even the weakest of men found ways to stomp on those even more powerless. It was the same in every era of humanity. People could not think beyond themselves.

Henry Whittle had wished to protect his toymaker grandfather and his maid, Mary White, who’d loved them both.

The shape-shifter Lucille Bouffant, if that was even her true name, had wished to live life recklessly with whatever identity she pleased, enjoying life’s pleasures.

Lawrence Hawkins and Jacob Josefiub had loved each other. They’d cared for Cherice Winterbottom, the little sister in their group of thieves. Also among them, Maximo Morales, whose desperation to protect his sister trumped everything—even his newfound friendship with Iris.

Iris smirked bitterly. Maybe she was the only one arrogant enough to think that the bonds they’d built in such a short period of time had meant something. That she’d found a new family to make up for the lack thereof in her life. But among the myopic desires of each person she’d come across, in their narrow fantasies of the ideal lives they wanted to lead, Iris counted for very little.

She’d hoped, at least, that Jinn would be different. The thought of his sturdy chest and hot lips. Those whispers of reassurance. What she thought was love. They’d fooled her so perfectly. She’d meant nothing to him. She’d meant nothing to any of them. She was nothing but an obstacle that had needed to be wiped from the earth. Jinn had proved that. They all had.

Iris opened her eyes and saw more butterflies hovering over her head. “Humans are such vicious creatures,” she said. “Why can they never be better?”

Anne sat next to her on her little brown knees, weaving her hands around an orb of light hovering above Iris’s chest.

Ah, no. Her name wasn’t Anne. Iris kept forgetting.

Iris had always known this being as the One who had created her, but right now, as Iris rested in this crystal field, she couldn’t quite remember the goddess’s true name. “Anne” would do for now.

Anne seemed preoccupied with the orb in her hands, and Iris knew why: that was her crystal heart. Anne was remaking it for her.

After Jinn had murdered her, she remembered desperately wanting to live again. To live and bring destruction down upon mankind for what they had done to her. She had finally embraced her bloody destiny. She would destroy humanity. She would do so happily. And for that, she would need Anne to remake her immortal body once more.

“How long will it take?” Iris asked, impatient.

Time flows differently here. By the time you reawaken in your true form, weeks will have passed. Months. Perhaps even years.

No, that wouldn’t do at all. She wanted to become Hiva now. It was the decision she’d made from the pits of despair.

Jinn had murdered her.

Her partner. Her friend. The man she loved, though her heart ached to admit it. Instead of believing in her, he’d decided to rid the world of her in order to save humanity.

It was only fitting that she destroy humanity instead.

Such vicious creatures, humans.

The other Hiva had been such a fool when she’d first met him. So desperate was he to save the flawed humans he so loved that he’d given up his own arm, just so they could use his bones to murder her—not realizing until it was too late that the only bones that could kill her were her own. He had still been pleading with her when she’d sent him hurtling through dimensions.

“Isn’t there another way?” he’d asked her once. Before the destruction of the Naacal had broken him.

She knew the answer now, just as much as she had then. There was no other way. They all had to die.

After her death at Jinn’s hands, her heart had been crashing against her ribs, each brutal beat reminding her of her agony. But as each minute passed while Anne remade her, she noted curiously that this same agony had begun to feel somehow far away. Soon she became oddly detached from her emotions. Memories of her past life began to clear; her love, her fear, her happiness, and her excitement—they all began to float away, carried into the eternal sunset sky.

Even her hatred was leaving her.

“No.” Iris clenched her fists. “Don’t take away my hatred. I need that.” It was unorthodox, yes. In the olden days, as she’d decimated cultures, she’d done so without a shred of emotion. It was how Hiva had been created to be. But not this time. “Without it, I can’t become the Hiva that I want to be. Please! Even a little would do.”

And what kind of Hiva do you wish to show the world?

One who would murder her enemies ruthlessly, who could utterly crush those who’d turned their backs on her without hesitation, but still relish the taste of retribution. She didn’t want to simply judge and incinerate humankind. She wanted to enjoy it.

She wanted only to complete the mission she had been given: to bask in the blood of civilizations.

There was no other way to define herself as Hiva, the cataclysm. The destroyer of worlds. No other way to conceive of herself or her future.

This was the limit of her imagination.

A Hiva capable of emotion. Anne studied her for a long while. Then came the goddess’s reply: I will give you all that you want.

“You will?” As much as Iris wanted this, there was a tiny, hidden part of her that feared this answer as well.

I will. But to become Hiva again and yet retain some remnants of the pain that made you Iris, you must pay a price.

“Anything,” Iris pleaded with her. “Tell me what you want me to give, and I’ll give it.”

I will give you a part of me each time I remake you. So give me a part of you in return. Of your body, what part do you deem most precious?

Iris thought for a moment. When she realized her decision, she couldn’t help but notice the irony in speaking it. “My voice. I will give you my voice.”

For a moment, Iris swore she saw pity in Anne’s eyes. Your voice is connected to your soul. Your soul is connected to your self. Anne gave a soft nod. Yes, that will do.

What a small price to pay. “Iris” was a bumbling fool who couldn’t even win the trust of the ones she’d loved most. She fought and failed. She cried, helpless, hopeless. “Iris” was a blight. “Iris” was a self she didn’t need. Hiva would exist in her place.

And the rapture would begin.

Before I remake you once more, remember that this is your home. And you can come back to it. If ever you so desire, if ever you crave it with your whole being, I will bring you home.

Iris nodded. But she knew that she wouldn’t come back, couldn’t come back—not until her work was done. Not until her revenge was complete.

Anne’s astute gaze sharpened. And perhaps one more thing, the great goddess said. Your desires go against the reason for your very existence. Hiva is justice, not vengeance. So you must give me the life of the person you most want to see dead. That person cannot die by your hand.

She wanted to argue as Anne plucked the name right out of her mind. But she couldn’t speak. She’d already given up her voice. The decision had been made. The deal done.

And so the woman once known as “Iris” slept.

This was how humanity’s final year began.




PART ONE The Evacuated Body


If the body as evidence locates the proof of existence, thereby equating visibility with existence, what happens under, during, and through displacement in slavery, colonialism, and apartheid? What kind of subjectivity, reality is shaped under these circumstances?

If the body as presence is evidence, how does the absent body map and negotiate subjectivity?

“Julle Moet Nou Trek” is Afrikaans for the command “You must move.”

The evacuated body is represented by the imprint it has left on the sand.

—PUMLA DINEO GQOLA, “SHACKLED MEMORIES AND ELUSIVE DISCOURSES?,” ON BERNI SEARLE’S “JULLE MOET NOU TREK” FROM THE BLOEDLYN EXHIBITION (1999)
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MAX’S HANDS SLIPPED OFF THE COOL, rough surface of Iris’s bone—remnants of her forearm sharpened into a deadly blade. He stumbled back, his mouth parted, his heart pounding in his ears, as two corpses collapsed to the ground at the same time.

Jinn and Iris.

Partners.

Lovers.

Lovers. They were lovers, weren’t they? They’d been lovers long before Max had met either of them. None of the childish stunts he’d pulled had managed to change that. Not even this final one.

It took Max’s mind a moment to catch up to what he’d done. Hiva, the other god of death, had appeared with his friends in tow. He’d brought them a sword made of Iris’s bones and given them all a choice: kill Iris here and now, or risk her turning against humanity.

For Max, the choice had been clear.

He’d taken the bone sword and run Iris through. But not before Jinn had leapt in front of her.

To protect her.

Now blood seeped from their bodies and pooled against the marble floor of the Coral Temple.

This was Maximo’s crime.

“I had to do it,” Max whispered to their dead bodies, and then again to his own wide-eyed, unfocused reflection in the cracked glass of Hiva’s Tomb. Iris’s last breath remained on the chilled cylinder.

Hiva’s Tomb. The Naacal, an ancient civilization, had created this technological wonder. Whoever stepped inside the glass chamber would become “disassembled” down to their very atoms. Iris had refused to walk inside. She wouldn’t sacrifice herself, even if it meant she would one day fulfill her biological purpose and burn down the world.

That’s why Max had had to do it. In that one moment when he’d felt his hands grip the sword made from her bones, he’d made the decision to bear the responsibility of her death. It was his duty as her friend. It was what he’d had to do to save countless lives.

Max was too dazed to block Rin’s sword bearing down upon his head. He looked up and saw the glint of its sharp edge.

“Max!”

Max barely registered the frantic cry of his childhood friend Lawrence Hawkins as the young man tackled him to the ground. Rin’s sword crashed against the floor where he’d been standing.

Rin, the Dahomean warrior, who had followed Iris all the way here, to the ends of the earth.

Her attack thwarted, Rin’s resultant cry of fury shuddered through Max’s bones. As Hawkins held him in a vice grip on the floor, Max spied the tears streaming down Rin’s round cheeks.

Max’s body was numb. His fingers throbbed painfully. He was a hero. Why didn’t she understand that?

While his childhood friends Cherice and Jacob watched, frozen, it was his sister Berta who lunged forward and grabbed Rin’s sword-wielding arm.

“Stop!” Berta screamed, her dark curls spilling over her face. “Stop, damn it!”

Berta and Rin were both young, younger than he was, and yet both had been forced into a warrior’s life through no fault of their own. He couldn’t protect Berta when they’d been separated as children. He wanted to protect her now, but his mind was hollowed out, and once he stood, his legs couldn’t support his weight. Only Hawkins kept him upright, pulling him away from the battle toward Cherice and Jacob.

“Berta! Keep that crazy savage away from us!” shouted a boy Max didn’t know, a lanky bloke with tan skin and crooked teeth standing on the edge of the dais. Max hadn’t caught his name, but he could tell how cowardly he was by the way the boy’s knees knocked. The little girl next to him, Lulu, seemed far more composed. Though she gripped her dress tightly, she watched the scene carefully, silently, waiting to see who’d come out victorious.

Berta had to wrap her entire upper body around Rin’s arm to keep it still. “It’s done. She’s gone. What did you expect him to do now? Just let it go!”

Rin was shouting something back, but Max couldn’t understand her. He didn’t speak Fon. He didn’t need to. Her bloodlust and pain signaled her murderous desires. He could almost hear their echoes bouncing off the walls of the dark temple.

“It’s done,” Berta cried, shouting in pain when Rin pushed her down to the floor. “You’re pissed, I get it! But what’s the point of shedding any more blood now? Stop! I don’t want to hurt you, but I will!”

She wasn’t in any position to be making threats. Rin hissed something vicious and lifted her sword.

Time slowed.

It’d slowed for Max that day too: when he, as a child, had seen that carriage steal his little sister away. When he had been left stranded in London, alone and frightened.

Never again.

Max’s body moved on its own. He held his breath. His senses heightened. Rin’s sword whooshed through the air as her strike slowed to a crawl. Berta’s cry began to spring off her lips as she raised her arm to block the blow. Bodies in slow motion. All were affected except him. For that short moment, Max was time’s master.

And he would only need a moment.

He strode over to Rin and plucked her sword out of her hand.

No. She’ll just be able to summon it again, he thought to himself.

That was Rin’s power—summoning a sword from inside her chest. Iris was dead. Rin wouldn’t stop. Not until she had sated her need for revenge.

Max needed to kill her. Now.

And why not? He’d killed before. On that pirate ship, he’d murdered whomever he’d needed to if it meant he’d survive, if it meant he’d find his family again. Hadn’t he killed his way through those British soldiers too, to get to the mining site that had held everyone’s fates? Rin was loyal to Iris and Jinn. He’d already killed the latter two. Kill the third and he’d be in the clear.

Since the moment he’d been bamboozled into coming to England as a child, since the moment he’d been left on the streets of London as an orphan, since the moment he’d lost his sister, Max had only ever done what he’d had to in order to survive.

I really am such an asshole, Max thought to himself with a wry smile as he flipped Rin’s sword around and readied himself to stab the young girl.

But out of the corner of his eye, he saw him: a man whose existence shouldn’t have been possible. A statuesque body crafted from bronze. Curling brown hair stretching down to his waist. A chiseled face cut from glass. Pupilless golden eyes watching him with interest, unaffected by space or time.

The other Hiva. Max had almost forgotten he was there, but at the sight of the other god, in the sudden realization of his presence, Max jolted in fear. His breath hitched. And the moment he breathed again, time began to flow.

The spell was broken. It took Rin seconds to realize what Max had done. She squeezed her empty hands into fists, furious. Swearing, Max tried to run her through but missed, as Rin dodged his strike and kicked him in the stomach.

The sword flew from his hands and landed upon the dais’s marble floor, breaking into pieces, disappearing into dust. And just as Max had anticipated, Rin summoned it again, pulling it out from her chest.

Max didn’t have time to think. He instinctively lunged for Berta, hooking her around the waist with his arm and pulling her back, away from Rin to where Cherice, Jacob, and Hawkins stood. He’d wasted his chance. Slowing down time always sapped his energy from his body, leaving his bones worn. There wasn’t anything he could do now but distract her.

“Hiva!” Max grunted, pointing wildly behind Rin. “Hiva! Hiva!”

It was like, in the aftermath of Iris’s death, they had all forgotten that there was another god of death who could burn them all to ashes. And this god had no reason not to.

That’s right, Max thought as he saw Rin suddenly realize it too, her gaze following his finger to the false god calmly watching them. Hiva is the real threat here.

Just like that, their battle felt like a petty squabble. Like Iris, Hiva could burn people from the inside out. But this wasn’t Iris. Max had no idea what to expect from this particular monster.

Rin lowered her arms. For a time nobody moved. Silence descended upon the group, because all had realized what Max had: that their lives were in another demon’s hands now.

Suddenly Rin lunged for the god, her sword raised, ready to land a blow. The American boy—the one Lulu had called “Fables”—screamed and shrank away, but he needn’t have worried. Hiva didn’t even look at her as he dodged her sword and backhanded her in the face so hard, it broke her nose and split her lips. Max watched, horrified, as the young woman hit the floor hard, her head bouncing awkwardly against the marble. She was knocked unconscious.

It was strange. Rin had been his enemy a minute ago, but his heart now dropped as he saw the young girl’s body twitching on the floor. She looked like a helpless child. She was a child. What had Hiva done to her? What had he done to her?

As he saw Rin bleeding, something in Max began to break, but he didn’t want to admit it. He didn’t want to notice the way Berta looked at the other girl—with anguish and pity. Instead he stood in front of Berta, lifting his chin in some desperate attempt to look in control.

“You’re Hiva too, aren’t you? Iris—” Her name caught in his throat almost as if it wanted to choke him. “Iris is dead. I… killed her.”

“You did.”

And then Hiva moved.

Hiva’s lumbering steps toward Iris’s corpse echoed across the walls. Rin backed away, her hands clenched as the monster pulled the bone sword out of Iris’s and Jinn’s bodies. Max flinched when Jinn’s right arm twitched.

Jinn. You were always one step ahead of me when it came to her. Max gritted his teeth as he remembered Iris’s circus partner throwing himself in front of Max’s attack in a hopeless attempt to save Iris. What Max had felt for Iris had been nothing more than attraction and fascination. It couldn’t compare to Jinn’s feelings for her. He knew that now. Max had betrayed Iris twice. Jinn had died for her.

“H-Hiva!” The strange American boy scrambled to Hiva’s side, throwing his arms around his chest and holding on to him for dear life. “Hiva, you did it! You killed that wretched witch!” He looked up at him with shimmering eyes of reverence. “It’s what you wanted, right?”

Technically, he was correct. Hiva had set up this entire encounter to get rid of Iris.

So why didn’t he look satisfied?

Why was his expression so confused, so hollow, as he stared down at Iris’s body?

“Sister…,” Hiva whispered, turning the bone sword again in her hand. “My revenge is complete. The Naacal’s revenge is complete.”

His limp fingers just barely held on to Iris’s bone.

“So… who’re you gonna kill next?”

It wasn’t Max or any of his friends who’d spoken. It was the child. It was Lulu.

The American girl trembled as she stared at Iris’s body. Her wide doe eyes seemed to look past Iris, past the bloodied temple floor, at something Max couldn’t see. She was a girl haunted by ghosts that never truly left her sight—because that’s what tragedy was, and this girl had experienced it. She knew it when she saw it. But she’d also learned how to deal with it in her own unique way. Squeezing her eyes shut, she rubbed her little brown hands down her dress. Then, when she was ready, she tilted her head and addressed the god again.

“You’ve come to kill the wicked, haven’t you?” she reminded him. “Then Miss Iris was…” She looked back at Berta as if waiting for some kind of validation for her wordless indictment.

Wicked. Then Iris was wicked too. Wasn’t she?

While spending time with Lulu in the port city of Ajashe, Max had wondered so many things about her, and she’d straightforwardly answered every one of his questions.

Who are you? Lulu.

Where are you from? Oklahoma.

Where’s your family? Dead. They hung ’em in a tree.

How did you meet Berta? She saved me from being lynched by those white people.

All with the innocence and clarity of one who had already made up her mind about what this world was like. That was why her cherubic brown face looked suddenly hopeful now. She waited for Hiva’s answer as one did the judgment of a righteous angel.

But Hiva didn’t seem to know himself. “Next…” It was the one word he seemed to have heard Lulu say. “Who do I kill next…? What comes next…?”

Who was he asking? Iris?

Hiva’s eyes were fixed on the dead. Max followed the god’s gaze. That was when he finally noticed.

Iris was decomposing.

With the weapon made from her own body finally extracted from her flesh, that flesh began to deteriorate, skin charring, organs smoking as if her body had been placed into a furnace. And as the smoke curled up into the air, Hiva began to twitch—slowly first, then more violently.

“The people’s revenge.” He sucked in a deep breath through his nose and exhaled years of pain, eons of the history between them. “The children’s revenge. The children you killed, sister… I’ve given them your death as penance.”

Lifting his head as if in pain or ecstasy, with his eyes round and bulging, Hiva began wheezing as if he’d run around the whole world, as if he were on the verge of laughter. Unhinged. The sight was shocking enough to freeze everyone in place.

“Praise me, my old friends,” Hiva begged, to someone Max couldn’t see. “Tell me that I did well, Nyeth. Tell me I avenged the children.”

No one answered.

Hiva inhaled and exhaled in a frenzy, until there was nothing left of Iris’s body but ash.

No. Not just ash.

Iris’s crystal heart remained. The size of a real, beating human heart but round like an orb. By no means was it smooth. There were creases and crevices carved into the crystal, bloodless veins etched into the white surface.

Hiva went very still. “Sister. Why didn’t you listen to me? You should have listened to me before you killed them all.”

Hiva bent down, picked up Iris’s crystal heart, and stared at it for some time.

And then he crushed it in his hand. White dust slipped through his fingers and collected in a pile on the floor.

“Maxey! Get a hold of yourself!”

As Max’s knees buckled, someone caught him around the waist. Cherice. It was her voice that had called him, probably, but nobody could stop his stomach from heaving. Heat flushed from the skin of his cheeks up to his eyes, drawing tears as bile burned his throat. The contents of his stomach, pouring over his hands onto the floor, reminded him of Iris’s blood, now mixed in her ashes.

Iris. He thought of her shy smile whenever he’d tease her in Club Uriel. Her delight in Whittle’s toy shop. Making her laugh back then had felt like a triumph. A badge of boyish honor.

Hiva rolled Jinn’s body away and dipped his fingers into Iris’s remains. “You brought this on yourself, sister. The children needed revenge. Now they have it.”

“I—I did that.” Max was mumbling now, swaying on his feet, remembering with a tactile kind of disgust just what it had felt like to pulverize her heart. What have I done? “I killed her. I killed them both.” Iris, what have I done?

“You had to.” Berta moved quickly, curling her fingers around his shirt and pushing against his chest. “You didn’t have a choice. She was going to kill us all.”

She said it, but Max saw the way she turned and took in the sight of Rin, still unconscious on the floor. Max could hear his sister’s voice wavering as she told him he didn’t have a choice.

“She was going to kill us all,” Max repeated to himself, a salve to his ever-crumbling resolve, though he no longer quite believed the words.

“And he still might. Hiva.” Jacob stood in front of the group, lifting his arms, but the protective gesture was just that—a gesture. What could any of them do against Hiva?

Damn it. Clenching his teeth, Max gripped Berta’s wrists and drew her in as he and his thieving childhood friends closed ranks. He’d been so fixated on what Iris might do, he hadn’t even thought of dealing with the aftermath. As the adrenaline began to wear off, questions he should have considered the moment he arrived inside the Coral Temple began popping up one by one. “Why the hell are you working with Frankenstein in the first place? What happened?”

“We didn’t exactly have a choice,” Hawkins hissed. They were all so close, Max could feel Hawkins’s arm stiffen against his side.

“You still don’t.”

Hiva had said this so simply, he almost sounded human. He stared at the bone sword in his hand, far more fascinated with it than he was with them.

And yet.

“I… need you,” Hiva said, throwing the sword aside.

Max heard Cherice’s sharp gasp behind him. She pressed her head against his back as she wrapped her arms around his stomach. He could feel her every tremble.

“What are you on about?” Jacob replied. His voice always deepened to a low rumble when he was frightened. “What could you possibly need us for?”

Hiva didn’t answer immediately. He stared at Iris’s ashes. Then he turned toward Lulu. The little girl gave a start, but Hiva didn’t look particularly murderous.

He smiled at her.

“What comes next?” he said, repeating her question. “I am Hiva. I was created for a purpose. To judge the world and allow it to be born anew—even if that means destroying humanity in the process. That is what Hivas must do.”

But Max had killed Iris for that very reason, hadn’t he? Did Hiva not realize that? Max shook his head, his heart beating harder against his chest as the god began to repeat to himself: “It is what we Hivas do. We live in solitude in the space between life and death. And when we are finished, we return, alone, to silence. There is no other way. There is no other way…. Is there, sister?”

Iris, of course, did not answer. She had already gone ahead into that silence.

“So you’ll kill me?” Lulu asked bravely, though she clenched her hands together.

Her innocent question seemed to give Hiva a start. “No.” He shook his head quickly. “I wouldn’t kill you. Never you. Not the innocent children…”

He held out his hand for Lulu to take. She didn’t.

“I need you all for my journey.” Hiva turned and placed his golden hand upon the glass of Hiva’s Tomb. “I’m curious about the world my sister had been so desperate to live in. The world that was built after she destroyed the Naacal.”

Sister, sister. Hiva kept calling her that. But Max wasn’t sure what exactly that meant—were they related by blood? What exactly were these death gods? Where had they come from? What history had led them down this bloody path?

He could have just asked Iris if he hadn’t killed her.

“The life cycle of Hiva always begins and ends the same way. Should humanity truly die? Upon being brought back to life by the One who created us, we would travel the world to answer this question. Only after observing humankind would we start the calamity. There is no other way.” He paused, staring at Iris’s ashes. “There is… no other way…”

Hiva’s golden fingers were sturdy and long as he curled them. “My sister used to observe humans without feeling and kill them without remorse. She killed them all. She hunted them all down and burned them to ash. Even the children.”

His voice trailed off, as if he’d suddenly lost himself in his own memories. He looked toward Lulu, his lips curling as she scuttled away from him.

“But somehow, sister changed. She became… ‘Iris.’ A new being entirely. What is this world, then—this civilization that transformed my sister in such a drastic way? Should that same civilization be destroyed? I’ll find out after I’ve completed my journey.”

He faced them. “One year.” Without a change in his expression, he held up a finger. “You will journey with me as my guides. It’s as I’ve done in the past for eons.” He lowered his hand and touched his chin thoughtfully. “Within one year, I will almost certainly destroy humanity.”

Max’s stomach dropped. He couldn’t feel his hands.

“What the hell is that?” Berta pulled away from the group. “What’s this ‘one year’ bullshit? Within one year, you’ll kill us?” Max could hear her quick, haggard breaths as her chest rose and fell. “Sounds like you’ve already made up your damn mind, don’t you think?”

“So you will kill me,” Lulu said.

“I would never kill children,” Hiva answered. “Never the children.”

“But you’ll destroy humanity,” Jacob pressed.

“Yes.”

“It’s the same damn thing!” Berta screamed. “Do you even hear yourself?”

Hiva was unperturbed. “It’s as I’ve always done. There is no other way.”

It was as if he didn’t register the contradiction. Whatever had happened between Hiva and Iris in the past had left him a confused god with the power of life and death in his hands.

“You’re certifiably mad, is what you are,” Hawkins scoffed, his voice high-pitched enough to betray his fear. “Judge us? Some judge. What’s the point of observing humanity if you’re just going to kill us anyway?”

“The One who created me calls me forth to complete one task. First I observe. Then I judge.” Hiva’s eyes flashed. “That the judgment is always the same is the fault of humans.”

It was then that Max realized, as his mouth dried and his teeth chattered, that he had murdered the wrong Hiva.

He’d killed his friend.

A grievous crime committed for nothing.

“That sounds great,” said the lanky American, who rubbed his hands together with a lovestruck grin. “What’s another year?”

“Fables, you ragged dumbass, you shut your mouth!” Berta snapped. Breaking away from Max, she ran to Lulu, who’d been standing alone, and grabbed her hand. “No. No, I ain’t gonna let you do it.”

That git, Fables, scoffed. “Since when did you become a hero? I thought you didn’t give a damn about anything or anyone.” He shrugged. “Don’t matter anyway. When Hiva says jump, you jump. Unless you want to end up as another pile of ashes.”

“You damn suck-up!” Berta yelled, and dropping Lulu’s hand, she launched herself at Fables. The boy shrieked as the weight of Max’s sister fell on top of him. Like a clockwork automaton whose wheels needed greasing, Hiva shifted his head to stare at the ruckus.

That’s when Rin struck. Max hadn’t seen her wake up. He didn’t know how long she’d been playing dead, waiting for her chance. It was while Berta and Fables squabbled that she launched up like a rocket.

“Cut off his head!” Max yelled. He needn’t have. Rin was already going for a clean sweep across his neck.

Until Hiva’s hand found hers.

What happened next, Max couldn’t quite understand. Hiva lifted Rin off her feet. As her sword clattered to the ground, a bone-shuddering crack curdled Max’s blood.

Rin’s arm. Hiva had snapped it. But that was the least of it. Rin was a warrior. She could handle a broken arm. But this…

Hiva placed his finger upon Rin’s right eyeball. Steam began to rise from her face.

Rin screamed as her eye sizzled and melted. Her limbs, head, torso—everything was twitching.

Hiva was burning her from the inside out.

As she burned away, so too did the last bit of resolve he clung to—the resolve that he’d somehow made the right decision in killing Iris. His resistance to the truth. His denial. All of it burned away until only self-loathing remained. Before he knew it, helpless, desperate words were spilling from Max’s lips.

“We’ll do it! We’ll go with you! Please don’t kill her! Don’t kill her, God!”

Rin’s body fell to the floor with a thump. The slight spasm of her lips told Max she was still alive but just barely.

The smell of burning flesh. Like rotten eggs. The inhumanity. Max unraveled.

Jacob ran to Rin, cradling her in his arms. The kind boy choked back his tears, stroking her face, chin, and neck and then whispering to her as she wheezed and coughed in pain.

“We’ll do it,” Max whispered again. “We’ll do it. Right?” Max looked from Hawkins to Jacob. Then he pried Cherice’s fingers off his stomach and turned around, bending until he was at her eye level. “Right?”

Cherice, usually all sass, looked drained of life. She could barely manage a squeak.

Hiva had already been traveling with his sister and the Americans. Why go so far as to collect more of them? Why did he need more humans by his side?

Max stared into Hiva’s empty eyes, and something curious glimmered there. Nameless. There was a whole lot he didn’t understand about this volatile creature, but as Hiva stretched out his hand to them almost hopefully, he wondered just how much Hiva understood about himself.

“Come, then,” the death god said. “Come with me.”

It wasn’t quite a command. To Max’s ears, it sounded almost like a request.

Prying herself off Fables, Berta ran to Lulu and gripped her tightly. Fables spat on the ground and dusted himself off.

“We will use the same power that brought us here,” said Hiva.

Hawkins was up to bat.

“We will teleport to the destinations of my choosing,” Hiva said, and then paused. “After I rid this world of humanity, I will then go to the next world and destroy it. It is as it should be.”

Jacob began to lift Rin, his features twisted in hopeless terror, when Max, thinking quickly, put out a hand to stop him.

“Leave her; she’s useless now,” Max said, shooting a quick glance to Hiva, who didn’t seem to object. “Unless…” And he looked deep into Jacob’s dark eyes. “Unless you have something special you’d like to give her.”

At first Jacob just stared at him, confused. But then it was as if the hint in Max’s intense glare had finally struck him.

“As always, friend, I’m way ahead of you,” Jacob responded very seriously.

So it was already done. Perhaps when he’d first held Rin. Good. Max knew he could count on Jacob out of everyone. After stroking Rin’s face and neck one last time, Jacob stood and followed Hawkins and Cherice.

Max dragged himself forward. He slowed down to let Hawkins, Cherice, and Jacob go to Hiva first. And when he passed by Rin, he bent down to caress her head. Her braids shifted a little across her shoulder as she struggled to breathe.

Max knew Hiva was watching these curious displays of affection. But as far as he knew, Hiva didn’t have enhanced hearing and knew nothing of Jacob’s power. That was why Max kept his voice in a whisper when he lowered his lips to Rin’s ears.

“Go to Uma and tell her everything. Warn everyone. We all have one year to live.”

Max didn’t know if Rin’s flinch was confirmation that she understood his words or another attempt to kill him. He wouldn’t have minded either. She had every right to hate him. She was a better person than he could ever be. That was why he trusted her with this mission.

Trusted her with his sister.

As Max and his childhood friends gathered around Hiva and Fables, as Hawkins used his power to open up his blue portal, Max pushed Berta, who was still holding Lulu tightly, out of the void. The two girls cried out and tripped, hitting the ground next to Jinn’s dead body and Iris’s pile of ashes.

And it was as Max stared at Iris’s pile of ashes that Rin opened her mouth and whispered just his name again and again.

“Maximo…”

Just his name, as if to ask him why he’d left her behind.

Tears streamed down Max’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Rin,” he mouthed as he disappeared with Hiva.
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RIN GRITTED HER TEETH AND BORE the pain when the villagers snapped her arm back into place. Her nerves twinged and whined like broken strings of a violin. Her tongue went numb. She tried to keep a brave face. She was a warrior. It was what she was trained to do—

Until they began to cut out her half-melted eye.

“Hold her down!” a woman screamed.

“There’s too much blood! We have to keep removing the dead tissue!” said the doctor.

“What did you say?”

“I said, don’t stop removing the dead eye tissue!”

The doctor’s assistant couldn’t hear him because Rin’s shrieks of pain cut through each word with shuddering ferocity, no doubt shaking the straw off the thatched roof in this hut turned makeshift hospital. It was her damaged eye anyway, the result of one of her earliest battles against the Egba clan. Her right eye couldn’t see, but she’d always felt a kind of comfort in being able to feel it in its socket.

“Heat the metal,” said the doctor to his assistants, his bare brown chest glistening with sweat. A simple sheet of brown cloth covered his loins.

But sense and reason began to slip away when she felt the metal tools slip into her eye socket and finally cut away the dead, rotting flesh Hiva had left behind. He’d chosen only one eye to burn—not her head, not a limb, and not her whole body. Was it his show of mercy? Or the cruel game of a wicked god?

“We need to prepare for cauterization,” said the doctor solemnly.

Rin wasn’t sure what was more surprising—that they were able to find a doctor in this tiny village, or that she could actually understand what they were saying. After so many years with the Dahomey, she’d begun to think in Fon. So much of the intricacies of Yoruba, her native tongue, had begun to disappear from her memory. Then again, anyone could understand that look of sheer pity the doctor gave her before he handed a slender metal rod to his assistant to heat in the campfire just outside. Rin could see it through the open door of animal skins held up by string on either side. She could see the almost-dead bodies of two men by the fire.

John Temple and Jinn. Would they make it? Would she?

As the smoke of the fire rose, the villagers threw in palm nuts and animal bones to aid in their prayers. There were many ways to heal someone, after all. Science, medicine, and drugs were enough to heal Rin of her problems, but with those two near-corpses, the villagers had decided only the intervention of their gods could spark the dwindling life inside them.

Gods, huh? But not even the Moon Goddess could save Isoke…

Max’s sister stood outside with them, nervously sneaking a peek inside the tent before reddening and turning back around. Rin guessed for all her bluster, she couldn’t handle the bloodier mess in here. Amateur.

“Wait,” Rin murmured, because in one corner of the hut, a villager was twisting an object around in his hand: a skeleton key as pure white as the mystical sword she called forth in battle. It caught the light, just as Isoke’s own crystal heart had before it had disintegrated into dust.

The Moon Skeleton.

“Give that back…,” Rin murmured, trying pathetically to reach for it. “Don’t touch that,” she wanted to add, but her throat was closing.

“I’ve got you,” said that little American girl, Lulu, who knelt next to her, almost obscuring Rin’s vision of the fire outside. Her little hands grabbed Rin’s reddening palm tightly, shaking with earnestness as tears filled her eyes. “I won’t let you go.”

Damn Jacob, that sentimental brat. It was his fault that Rin could now understand English.

It was his power, the same ability he’d displayed during the Tournament of Freaks: he could give or take away others’ languages. Maybe he’d thought he was doing her a favor. But she didn’t want to know what this little girl was saying. Rin didn’t want to hear her pity.

When the doctor’s assistant came back with a smoking rod, a whimper escaped Rin’s lips. Two other men held her down so she wouldn’t escape.

“I won’t let you go!” cried Lulu, and the sound of the girl’s voice grated Rin’s ears and filled her with an inexplicable rage that made her want to throw Lulu out of the hut. But she was helpless. Helpless against these doctors. Helpless against the pain. Helpless against that traitor Max. Helpless against Hiva.

“Okay, let’s begin,” said the doctor.

Helpless.

Rin screamed until she passed out.



“Miss Rin? Miss Rin? Are you okay?”

Sunlight streamed through the hut’s arched window. With a labored groan, Rin raised a stiff arm, her bare shoulder blades scraping the straw mat underneath her. Her hand found her long braids first, letting the hair weave through her fingers. Then she rested it against her chest, confirming that her heart was still working, mapping each hoarse, shallow breath of her lungs. Her body had been wrapped in the same brown clothes as the villagers—no traces of the earlier splashes of blood anywhere. They’d really worked hard for her.

Then her fingers tenderly reached for her right eye.

From what she traced, the white, square bandage was shaped almost like a pirate’s eyepatch, held around her head with some kind of elastic band. She resisted the urge to press down on it. She knew she didn’t need to. Her damaged eye was gone.

It was just another thing that she had lost in her sixteen years of life.

“Miss Rin, are you okay?”

Lulu again? The whimpering girl grabbed her other arm with trembling hands, peering over her with those huge brown inquisitive eyes that, for some reason, irritated her to no end. Rin flung her hands away.

“I can’t understand English,” Rin said in Fon. A lie—not that the girl would understand her either. Words were the most inefficient way to communicate, yet this girl had babbled and babbled to her throughout the procedure until Rin had passed out.

Rin shooed her away and turned, letting the sunlight warm her face.

“The man, Jinn—I think he might make it,” Lulu said in a soft tone, as if knowing it would reassure her. It did. Rin’s breath hitched in her throat. Then her chest swelled with relief.

Inside the hut, Rin glanced behind her. There they were on the floor just past that trembling child—her fellow patients, sleeping on the other side of the hut by the open door, covered by the drawn animal-skin curtains: Jinn and John Temple.

Jinn had been stripped down to his pants. The villagers had tied white bandages around his chest, but they were soaked with sweat. Both his and John Temple’s chests barely moved—yet move they did. Rin supposed village remedies and Ifá charms had power in them still. There was a pouch of water left by John Temple’s side, and his thin pink lips weren’t so cracked. Clearly the villagers had been hydrating him. Regardless, they were both in worse shape than she was.

Everything was a blur. Berta and Lulu had helped her out of the Coral Temple. It was Maximo’s sister who had rushed back to retrieve the blade made of Isoke’s bones. The elevator had responded to the sword’s smooth surface—Hiva’s touch—just like Heaven’s Shrine had. But Rin couldn’t leave Jinn behind. Isoke wouldn’t have wanted her to. So she’d lifted him out of his lover’s ashes and helped bring him back through the ocean and into Heaven’s Shrine.

Back in Heaven’s Shrine, John Temple had still had a bit of breath in him when they’d found him lying like a lump of flesh in the Room of Murals. John Temple, as Rin understood it, was the explorer father of that ridiculous, obsessive white boy, Adam Temple. Both were members of the Enlightenment Committee, who had been preparing for their rule after the apocalypse. John Temple had been studying the cataclysm known as Hiva for many years. It was only through his meticulous documentation of his research and explorations that they had been able to find this Naacalian ruin in the first place.

Once they’d reached him, he’d begun mumbling furiously. Even though Rin should have been able to understand the man’s English, it didn’t matter; by the time they’d returned to the Room of Murals where they’d found him, her consciousness was only holding on by a thread. Rin couldn’t decipher what he’d whispered to Berta, but she noted the shock on the American girl’s face and Lulu’s resolute nod, just before Rin lost consciousness.

She’d awoken in this hut.

Had they made some kind of deal? John Temple seemed to be the kind of greedy man who’d do whatever it took to hold on to his pathetic life for as long as he could. What had he promised Berta in return? But more importantly, how had they been able to traverse the labyrinthine Heaven’s Shrine to find themselves aboveground? This village was close to the mining site where Heaven’s Shrine was located. The villagers traveled quite a distance to get water and supplies from a nearby lagoon.

Iris was the one who’d been to Heaven’s Shrine in another life. She was the one who had led them through the tricks and trials of the temple. Rin couldn’t imagine they’d be able to do it again with three injured people and a clueless child.

What did that girl do? Rin closed her left eye, squeezing both eyelids shut again and again to get used to the empty right socket. Her body was still weary. She closed them tightly, peering into the darkness….

Blood spurted from Iris’s mouth onto the glass surface of Hiva’s tomb.

Gasping, Rin opened her eyes, her chest heaving. It was just a memory. Just a memory…

She closed her eyes again and saw it: the bone sword piercing through Isoke’s back, cracking the glass. But the scream that erupted from Isoke’s lips wasn’t hers.

It belonged to Rin’s father. A short and slender man who’d been running after his tiny daughter when the blade of a Dahomean warrior’s machete had slid through his spine.

Their village had been in chaos. On the behest of their king, the Dahomean woman warriors were cutting down men, subduing others to be sent away onto slave ships. But the young girls—the young girls were theirs. In her youth, Rin’s family and friends had always praised her for her round eyes, big and bright and filled with starlight. And through those eyes, she saw them murdered and captured while a pair of strong, muscled arms dragged her away. The child was to begin her new life in service of a ruler she did not know.

A small child screaming. Screaming for family.

You can be my family too….

The memory of Isoke’s gentle voice arrested her.

Jinn is my family. My granny is my family. I have a goose named Egg. And you can be in my family too, if you want. I’ll add you. Only if you want, but why not?

Rin grabbed her own shoulders and squeezed tightly. But it didn’t help. Her breaths were coming more furiously than ever.

“Quiet,” she whispered, just like she had then, when Isoke had made this promise in the Atakora Mountains. “You lied to me, Isoke….”

No. Iris. She seemed to like being called Iris. Rin had always just stubbornly called her whatever she’d wanted. Isoke. She Who Does Not Fall. And Iris would just smile and accept it, even though she probably didn’t like those names. Isoke wanted to be Iris. It was why she’d fought so hard to find a way to escape her destiny. She’d wanted to be “Iris,” whatever that had meant.

Every time Rin had barked or sneered at her—betrayed her—Iris would accept it. Smile at her. Cry with her. Maybe that was what it had meant. Tears welled up in Rin’s left eye.

We will love you and take care of you.

“You didn’t.” Rin’s lips trembled. She didn’t notice or care that Lulu was looking at her strangely.

“I didn’t what?” Lulu said, but Rin ignored her.

I promise, said Iris’s sweet voice again in her memories.

“You lied.”

We can protect you. We will protect you.

Rin’s laughter was harsh and bitter. “You’re dead. How will you protect me now?”

You will always have a home with me as long as you want it.

“M-Miss Rin? Are you okay? Did I… did I do something?” Lulu asked, confused, because Rin’s tears were now falling.

As Rin closed her eyes and watched Iris turn to dust, as she remembered Iris’s body decomposing, as she remembered her father’s blood spilled across the grass near the village well, those tears fell, and Rin trembled so violently that she thought she would break apart. What family? What protection? What love? Where was it? Where was it?

Little hands pulled her left arm off her shoulder with all their might. “Miss Rin!”

Lulu. Lulu again! She was staring at her, worried, with those brown eyes of hers.

But there was something else—something peeking out of the left sleeve of Lulu’s dress. Its glitter caught her eye. Lulu noticed the direction of her gaze and pulled it out.

Rin gasped. The Moon Skeleton!

The key that powered the Helios. A key that could open many secrets. At least that was how John Temple had described it when he’d given it to Iris.

And before Iris had given it to her.

Can you keep this for me for now?

What? Why?

Because I trust you with it.

And in her secret memories, Iris smiled.

Rin snatched it from Lulu’s hands, clenching it so hard, she thought it could break—but this ancient thing was made of sterner stuff. Not Lulu. The little girl looked taken aback.

She was probably just holding on to it for you, a calmer voice inside Rin pointed out, drowned out by a wave of sorrow welling up inside her.

As Rin shoved the key into her clothing wrap, Lulu opened her mouth, clearly ready to explain. An irrational hatred erupted within her.

“Quiet!” Rin barked in Fon, and this time threw Lulu off her with all her might. The girl tumbled across the floor. “Don’t talk to me! Didn’t I tell you I can’t speak English? Why won’t you listen to me? Just stop it!”

The animal-skin curtain whipped open. Maximo’s sister flew into the room, the long brown sack tied to her back bobbing up and down as she stomped. When she saw Lulu crumpled on the ground, she ran to her immediately. After scooping the little girl into her arms, she glared at Rin, baring her teeth like a rabid animal. How like the sister of a duplicitous murderer.

“Rin! What the hell did you do to her?”

Rin hated English. She hated that damn language. And she hated Jacob for giving it to her. She refused to speak it. Rin covered her ears and shook her head. “I can’t understand you,” she lied in Fon, whispering.

But Berta wouldn’t stop. Dropping her sack, she continued to curse and berate her.

“Damn it, I can’t understand you! I can’t understand anything!” Rin yelled.

And it was partly true. As Berta’s sack dropped to the floor, as the tip of the bone sword that had killed Iris peeked out of the opening, dull and splintered, Rin realized she didn’t understand anything anymore. She thought of Iris’s blood dripping down Hiva’s Tomb and just couldn’t understand any of it.

Finally Rin snapped. “Keep that thing away from me,” she barked in English.

As Rin pointed at the sword, Berta narrowed her eyes in confusion before she quickly gathered it up. She obviously hadn’t meant to reveal it.

“You stay away from me,” Rin said.

Berta and Lulu exchanged glances.

“You can speak English?” Berta frowned. “What the hell? Since when?”

But Lulu was far more excited. “We can understand each other now!” She clasped her hands together in delight. “That means—”

“And keep her away from me too,” Rin added, pointing at Lulu, whose mouth snapped shut in a hurry. “She’s stupid and weak. What does she think she’s going to do, tag along like a lost little puppy while the world burns? She’s an eyesore.”

As Lulu’s shoulders slumped a little, Berta clenched her fists in fury. “What the hell did you just say, you bitch?”

Stupid and weak. Like that little Yoruba girl whose family was newly dead, killed by a neighboring tribe. Trapped inside the enemy’s camp with a machete in her hands. Training while her captors looked on. Practicing to kill. Terrified out of her mind.

An eyesore. Looking on while the world burned. Looking on. Watching them fall one by one. Her family. Her friends. Iris.

An eyesore.

“Just let it all burn, then,” Rin whispered in Fon. Another language that wasn’t hers. She bit her teeth into her bottom lip so hard, she could taste the tart blood on her tongue. “I don’t care anymore. Let it burn!”

“What a sorry sight,” said a familiar voice by the door, with a heavy sigh. “Natame, aren’t you glad I convinced you to track down Olarinde? Look at her! She’s falling apart.”

Natame? Had she heard right? Rin uncovered her ears and sat up.

They stood in front of the door, their hands on their hips, their backs straight like the warriors they were. Natame and Aisosa, fellow ahosi, warriors of the Kingdom of Dahomey. Though they were younger than Rin, the proud lift of their chins had been earned through countless battles. Rin knew their irritated expressions well, for they stemmed from impatience—the kind a warrior felt when seeing their comrade flail about in shameless defeat.

“Pick yourself up, woman,” said Natame, her hair divided into four long braids that grazed her shoulders. “At least wear your scars with pride.” When Aisosa, her sister in battle, nodded in agreement, the thick buns on her head bobbed ever so slightly.

The idea of being chewed out by her juniors made her sick, but when she actually did try to pick herself up, she flopped back down again onto the straw mat. The sight of her floundering made the two warriors giggle. Still quite the irritating little duo, those two.

“What happened?” Aisosa asked.

A simple question. How could such a simple question draw tears from her eyes? Rin turned quickly and blinked them away. She would not cry in front of them. Never.

And yet an overwhelming wave of relief washed over her when she realized that she now had someone like herself she could speak to. Sucking in a deep breath and steeling her nerves, Rin told them everything. How she, with Iris and the others, had found an ancient shrine beneath the earth. How they’d adventured through the mysterious labyrinth until they’d found Hiva’s Tomb in an underwater temple. How two Hivas had met and battled there…

“Wait, what is this ‘Hiva’ thing?” Natame nudged Aisosa in the ribs before glancing around the hut, her braids whipping around. “There’s Isoke’s servant-lover, but where’s Isoke? And who’s that smelly old man?”

Isoke is dead. Rin couldn’t tell her that. The Dahomey only knew Iris as “Isoke,” the name she’d been given during her past life as a fellow mino warrior. What would happen if Rin told Natame and Aisosa that the legendary Child of the Moon Goddess, She Who Does Not Fall, and the king’s long-sought prized “possession” was, finally, well and truly dead?

King Glele had sent Rin to Europe to retrieve Iris. But rather than allow him to use her as his weapon, she’d tried to use Iris as her own. She’d been no better than any of them.

Rin pressed her lips together, her fingers curling around the edges of the brown cloth she wore. “Has the king said anything about me?” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

The two Dahomean women exchanged glances.

“We haven’t been back to Abomey since we sent a message to your friends in Ajashe.” Aisosa flicked her head toward Berta and Lulu. Yes, it had been Iris’s idea to send them to that port city. If she hadn’t, her murderer would still be languishing in that hospital.

Hospital.

“Aisosa. Natame. Check Jinn—Isoke’s lover,” she clarified with a blush, because she didn’t think they’d ever learned his proper name.

The two warriors crouched down by Jinn and John Temple, lying on the floor by the mud wall. “He’s been given some charms?” Natame said, prying apart his eyelids.

Even from where she sat, Rin could see his pupils were dilated. Behind Berta and Lulu was a ledge of small silver instruments, now cleaned of Rin’s blood, as well as some beads, herbs, and medicine bags, and a wand made of ivory with horsehair. All ritualistic.

While Aisosa checked Temple, Natame checked Jinn’s body, lifting him with expert care.

“He was stabbed in the back. A few inches to the left and his spine would have been cleanly severed,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “He’s lucky. Very lucky. The gods must be protecting him. For what purpose, I don’t know.”

Rin shot a dark glare toward Berta. No one needed words to understand hatred.

“Where this
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