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ARE WE GIRLS
 OR ARE WE DEMONS?

ARE WE GOING TO DIE
 OR ARE WE GOING TO SURVIVE?

Deka lives in fear of the blood ceremony that will determine whether she can become a member of her village. If she bleeds red, she will belong. But on the day of the ceremony, her blood runs gold – the colour of impurity, of a demon.

The consequences force Deka to leave her village with a mysterious woman, destined to join an army of girls like her – the alaki, girls who are near-immortals with rare gifts, and the only ones able to stop the empire’s greatest threat.

But as she journeys to the capital to train for the battle of her life, Deka discovers the great walled city holds many surprises. Nothing and no one are quite what they seem – not even Deka herself…





To my father, who taught me how to dream. To my mother, who taught me how to do. And to my sister, who supported me all the way.
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Today is the Ritual of Purity.

The nervous thought circles in my head as I hurry towards the barn, gathering my cloak to ward off the cold. It’s early morning, and the sun hasn’t yet begun its climb above the snow-dusted trees encircling our small farmhouse. Shadows gather in the darkness, crowding the weak pool of light cast by my lamp. An ominous tingling builds under my skin. It’s almost as if there’s something there, at the edge of my vision…

It’s just nerves, I tell myself. I’ve felt the tingling many times before and never once seen anything strange.

The barn door is open when I arrive, a lantern hung at the post. Father is already inside, spreading hay. He’s a frail figure in the darkness, his tall body sunken into itself. Just three months ago, he was hearty and robust, his blond hair untouched by grey. Then the red pox came, sickening him and Mother. Now he’s stooped and faded with the rheumy eyes and wispy hair of someone decades older.

“You’re already awake,” he says softly, grey eyes flitting over me.

“I couldn’t sleep any longer,” I reply, grabbing a milk pail and heading towards Norla, our largest cow.

I’m supposed to be resting in isolation, like all the other girls preparing for the Ritual, but there’s too much work to do around the farm and not enough hands. There hasn’t been since Mother died three months ago. The thought brings tears to my eyes, and I blink them away.

Father forks more hay into the stalls. “‘Blessings to he who waketh to witness the glory of the Infinite Father’,” he grunts, quoting from the Infinite Wisdoms. “So, are you prepared for today?”

I nod. “Yes, I am.”

Later this afternoon, Elder Durkas will test me and all the other sixteen-year-old girls during the Ritual of Purity. Once we’re proven pure, we’ll officially belong here in the village. I’ll finally be a woman – eligible to marry, have a family of my own.

The thought sends another wave of anxiety across my mind.

I glance at Father from the corner of my eye. His body is tense; his movements are laboured. He’s worried too. “I had a thought, Father,” I begin. “What if…what if…” I stop there, the unfinished question lingering heavily in the air. An unspeakable dread, unfurling in the gloom of the barn.

Father gives me what he thinks is a reassuring smile, but the edges of his mouth are tight. “What if what?” he asks. “You can tell me, Deka.”

“What if my blood doesn’t run pure?” I whisper, the horrible words rushing out of me. “What if I’m taken away by the priests – banished?”

I have nightmares about it, terrors that merge with my other dreams; the ones where I’m in a dark ocean, Mother’s voice calling out to me.

“Is that what you’re worried about?”

I nod.

Even though it’s rare, everyone knows of someone’s sister or relative who was found to be impure. The last time it happened in Irfut was decades ago – to one of Father’s cousins. The villagers still whisper about the day she was dragged away by the priests, never to be seen again. Father’s family has been shadowed by it ever since.

That’s why they’re always acting so holy – always the first in temple, my aunts masked so absolutely, even their mouths are hidden from view. The Infinite Wisdoms cautions, “Only the impure, blaspheming, and unchaste woman remains revealed under the eyes of Oyomo,” but this warning refers to the top half of the face: forehead to the tip of the nose. My aunts, however, even have little squares of sheer cloth covering their eyes.

When Father returned from his army post with Mother at his side, the entire family disowned him immediately. It was too risky, accepting a woman of unknown purity, and a foreigner at that, into the family.

Then I came along – a child dark enough to be a full Southerner but with Father’s grey eyes, cleft chin, and softly curled hair to say otherwise.

I’ve been in Irfut my entire life, born and raised, and I’m still treated like a stranger – still stared and pointed at, still excluded. I wouldn’t even be allowed in the temple if some of Father’s relatives had their way. My face may be the spitting image of his, but that’s not enough. I need to be proven for the village to accept me, for Father’s family to accept us. Once my blood runs pure, I’ll finally belong.

Father walks over, smiles reassuringly at me. “Do you know what being pure means, Deka?” he asks.

I reply with a passage from the Infinite Wisdoms. “‘Blessed are the meek and subservient, the humble and true daughters of man, for they are unsullied in the face of the Infinite Father’.”

Every girl knows it by heart. We recite it whenever we enter a temple – a constant reminder that women were created to be helpmeets to men, subservient to their desires and commands.

“Are you humble and all the other things, Deka?” Father asks.

I nod. “I think so,” I say.

Uncertainty flickers in his eyes, but he smiles and kisses my forehead. “Then all will be well.”

He returns to his hay. I take my seat before Norla, that worry still niggling at me. After all, there are other ways I resemble Mother that Father does not know about – ways that would make the villagers despise me even more if they ever found out.

I have to make sure I keep them secret. The villagers must never find out.

Never.

It’s still early morning when I reach the village square. There’s a slight chill in the air, and the roofs of nearby houses drip with icicles. Even then, the sun is unseasonably bright, its rays glinting off the high, arching columns of the Temple of Oyomo. Those columns are meant to be a prayer, a meditation on the progress of Oyomo’s sun across the sky every day. High priests use them to choose which two days of the year to conduct the spring and winter Rituals. The very sight of them sends another surge of anxiety through me.

“Deka! Deka!” A familiar gawkish figure waves excitedly at me from across the road.

Elfriede hurries over, her cloak pulled so tightly around her, all I can see are her bright green eyes. She and I both always try to cover our faces when we come into the village square – me because of my colouring and Elfriede because of the dull red birthmark covering the left side of her face. Girls are allowed to remain revealed until they go through the Ritual, but there’s no point attracting attention, especially on a day like this.

This morning, Irfut’s tiny cobblestone square is thronged with hundreds of visitors, more arriving by the cartful every minute.

They’re from all across Otera: haughty Southerners with dark brown skin and tightly curled hair; easygoing Westerners, long black hair in topknots, tattoos all over golden skin; brash Northerners, pink skinned, blond hair gleaming in the cold; and quiet Easterners in every shade from deep brown to eggshell, silky straight black hair flowing in glistening rivers down their backs.

Even though Irfut is remote, it’s known for its pretty girls, and men come from far distances to look at the eligible ones before they take the mask. Lots of girls will find husbands today – if they haven’t already.

“Isn’t it exciting, Deka?” Elfriede giggles.

She gestures at the square, which is now festively decorated for the occasion. The doors of all the houses with eligible girls have been painted gleaming red, banners and flags fly cheerfully from windows, and brightly coloured lanterns adorn every entrance. There are even masked stilt dancers and fire breathers, and they thread through the crowd, competing against the merchants selling bags of roasted nuts, smoked chicken legs, and candied apples.

Excitement courses through me at the sight. “It is,” I reply with a grin, but Elfriede is already dragging me along.

“Hurry, hurry!” she urges, barrelling past the crowds of visitors, many of whom stop to scowl disapprovingly at our lack of male guardians.

In most villages, women can’t leave their homes without a man to escort them. Irfut, however, is small, and men are in scarce supply. Most of the eligible ones have joined the army, as Father did when he was younger. A few have even survived the training to become jatu, the emperor’s elite guard. I spot a contingent of them lingering at the edges of the square, watchful in their gleaming red armour.

There are at least twelve today, far more than the usual two or three the emperor sends for the winter Ritual. Perhaps it’s true what people have been whispering: that more deathshrieks have been breaking through the border this year.

The monsters have been laying siege to Otera’s southern border for centuries, but in the past few years, they’ve gotten much more aggressive. They usually attack near Ritual day, destroying villages and trying to steal away impure girls. Rumour is, impurity makes girls much more delicious…

Thankfully, Irfut is in one of the most remote areas of the North, surrounded by snow-capped mountains and impenetrable forests. Deathshrieks will never find their way here.

Elfriede doesn’t notice my introspection, she’s too busy grinning at the jatu. “Aren’t they just so handsome in their reds? I heard they’re new recruits, doing a tour of the provinces. How wonderful of the emperor to send them here for the Ritual!”

“I suppose…” I murmur.

Elfriede’s stomach grumbles. “Hurry, Deka,” she urges, dragging me along. “The line at the bakery will be unmanageable soon.”

She pulls me so strongly, I stumble, smacking into a large, solid form. “My apologies,” I gasp, glancing up.

One of the visiting men is staring down at me, a thin, wolfish smirk on his lips. “What’s this, another sweet morsel?” He grins, stepping closer.

I hurriedly step back. How could I be so stupid? Men from outside villages aren’t used to seeing unaccompanied women and can make awful assumptions. “I’m sorry, I must go,” I whisper, but he grabs me before I can retreat, his fingers greedily reaching for the button fastening the top of my cloak.

“Don’t be that way, little morsel. Be a nice girl, take off the cloak so we can see what we’ve come—” Large hands wrench him away before he can finish his words.

When I turn, Ionas, the oldest son of Elder Olam, the village head, is glaring down at the man, no trace of his usual easy smile on his face. “If you want a brothel, there’s one down the road, in your town,” he warns, blue eyes flashing. “Perhaps you should return there.”

The difference in their size is enough to make the man hesitate. Though Ionas is one of the handsomest boys in the village – all blond hair and dimples – he’s also one of the largest, massive as a bull and just as intimidating.

The man spits at the ground, annoyed. “Don’t be so pissy, boy. I was only having a bit of fun. That one isn’t even a Northerner, for Oyomo’s sake.”

Every muscle in my body strings taut at this unwelcome reminder. No matter how quiet I am, how inoffensive I remain, my brown skin will always mark me as a Southerner, a member of the hated tribes that long ago conquered the North and forced it to join the One Kingdom, now known as Otera. Only the Ritual of Purity can ensure my place.

Please let me be pure, please let me be pure. I send a quick prayer to Oyomo.

I pull my cloak tighter, wishing I could disappear into the ground, but Ionas steps even closer to the man, a belligerent look in his eyes. “Deka was born and raised here, same as the rest of us,” he growls. “You’ll not touch her again.”

I gape at Ionas, shocked by this unexpected defence. The man huffs. “Like I said, I was only having a bit of fun.” He turns to his friends. “C’mon, then, let’s go get a drink.”

The group retreats, grumbling under their breath.

Once they’re gone, Ionas turns to me and Elfriede. “You all right?” he asks, a worried expression on his face.

“Fine. A bit startled is all,” I manage to say.

“But not hurt.” His eyes are on me now, and it’s all I can do not to squirm under their sincerity.

“No.” I shake my head.

He nods. “My apologies for what just happened. Men can be animals, especially around girls as pretty as you.”

Girls as pretty as you…

The words are so heady, it takes me a few moments to realize he’s speaking again. “Where are you off to?” he asks.

“The baker,” Elfriede replies, since I’m still tongue-tied. She nods at the small, cosy building just across the street from us.

“I’ll watch you from here,” he says. “Make sure you’re safe.” Again his eyes remain on me.

My cheeks grow hotter.

“My thanks,” I say, hurrying over to the bakery as Elfriede giggles.

True to his words, Ionas continues staring at me the entire way.

The bakery is already packed, just as Elfriede said it would be. Women crowd every corner of the tiny store, their masks gleaming in the low light as they buy delicate pink purity cakes and sun-shaped infinity loaves to celebrate the occasion. Usually, masks are plain things, made out of the thinnest bits of wood or parchment and painted with prayer symbols for good luck. On feast days like this, however, women wear their most extravagant ones, the ones modelled after the sun, moon, and stars and adorned with geometric precision in gold or silver. Oyomo is not only the god of the sun but also the god of mathematics. Most women’s masks feature the divine symmetry to please His eye.

After today, I’ll begin wearing a mask as well, a sturdy white half mask made out of heavy parchment and thin slivers of wood that will cover my face from forehead to nose. It’s not much, but it’s the best Father could afford. Perhaps Ionas will ask to court me once I wear it.

I immediately dismiss the ridiculous thought.

No matter what I wear, I’ll never be as pretty as the other girls in the village, with their willowy figures, silken blonde hair, and pink cheeks. My own frame is much more sturdy, my skin a deep brown, and the only thing I have to my advantage is my soft black hair, which curls in clouds around my face.

Mother once told me that girls who look like me are considered pretty in the Southern provinces, but she’s the only one who’s ever thought that. All everyone else ever sees is how different I look from them. I’ll be lucky if I get a husband from one of the nearby villages, but I have to try. If anything should ever happen to Father, his relatives would find any reason they could to abandon me.

A cold sweat washes over me as I think of what would happen then: a life of enforced piety and backbreaking labour as a temple maiden or, worse, being forced into the pleasure houses of the Southern provinces.

Elfriede turns to me. “Did you see the way Ionas looked at you?” she whispers. “I thought he was going to whisk you away. So romantic.”

I pat my cheeks to cool them as a small smile tugs at my lips. “Don’t be silly, Elfriede. He was just being polite.”

“The way he was looking at you, it was—”

“What? What was it, Elfriede?” a mincing sweet voice interrupts, titters following in its wake.

My entire body goes cold. Please, not today…

I turn to find Agda standing behind us, a group of village girls accompanying her. I know immediately she must have seen me talking to Ionas, because her posture is brittle with rage. Agda may be the prettiest girl in the village, with her pale skin and white-blonde hair, but those delicate features hide a venomous heart and a spiteful nature.

“You think that just because you might be proven today, boys will suddenly start thinking you’re pretty?” she sniffs. “No matter how hard you wish otherwise, Deka, a mask will never be able to hide that ugly Southern skin of yours. I wonder what you’ll do when no man wants you in his house and you’re an ugly, desperate spinster without a husband or family.”

I clench my fists so hard, my fingernails dig into my flesh.

Don’t reply, don’t reply, don’t reply…

Agda flicks her eyes dismissively towards Elfriede. “That one, at least, can cover her face, but even if you cover your entire body, everyone knows what’s under—”

“Mind your tongue now, Agda,” a prim voice calls from the front of the store, cutting her off.

It belongs to Mistress Norlim, her mother. She walks over, the numerous gems on her golden mask glittering sharply enough to blind. Mistress Norlim is the wife of Elder Norlim, the richest man in the village. Unlike the other women, who can afford only gold half masks or full silvers, she wears a formal gold mask that covers her entire face, a sunburst pattern replicated around pale blue eyes. Her hands are also decorated, swirls of gold and semi-precious stones pasted onto the skin.

“‘The words of a woman should be as sweet as fruit and honey’,” she reminds Agda. “So sayeth the Infinite Wisdoms.”

Agda bows her head, sheepish. “Yes, Mother,” she replies.

“Besides,” her mother adds, the pity in her eyes at odds with her cheerfully grinning mask, “Deka can’t help that her skin is as dirty as her mother’s was, any more than Elfriede can hide her birthmark. That’s the way they were born, poor things.”

My gratitude curdles to anger, the blood boiling in my veins. Dirty? Poor things? She should just call me impure and be done with it. It’s all I can do to keep my face docile as I walk towards the door, but I somehow manage. “Thank you for your kind words, Mistress Norlim,” I force myself to grit out before I exit.

It takes every last bit of my strength not to slam the door.

Then I’m outside, and I’m inhaling and exhaling rapidly, trying to regain my composure, trying to push back the tears of rage pricking at my eyes. I barely notice Elfriede following behind me.

“Deka?” she asks. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” I whisper, hugging my cloak closer so she won’t see my tears.

My fury.

It doesn’t matter what Mistress Norlim and the others say, I tell myself silently. I will be pure. Doubts surge, reminding me that I have the same uncanny differences Mother did. I push them away. Mother managed to hide hers until the day she died, and I’ll do the same. All I have to do is make it through the next few hours and I’ll be proven pure.

Then I’ll finally be safe.
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I spend the remainder of the morning preparing for the Ritual of Purity: pressing clothes for Father and me and polishing our shoes. I’ve even made a garland of dried flowers for my hair; their bright red colour will contrast nicely against the ceremonial blue of my dress. I’ll be going to the village feast immediately following the Ritual, and I must look my best. This is the first time I’ve ever been invited to a feast, or any other village celebration, for that matter.

To calm my nerves, I concentrate on the gooseberry tarts I’m taking to the feast. I try to make each one as perfect as possible – edges neatly folded, dollops of whipped cream just so – but it’s difficult to do so without a knife. Girls aren’t allowed to be near sharp things from the moment they turn fifteen until the day after they’re proven by the Ritual of Purity. The Infinite Wisdoms forbids it, ensuring that we do not bleed a drop before the Ritual. Girls who injure themselves during their fifteenth year are taken to the temples for cleansing, their families ostracized and shunned, their marriage prospects destroyed. All they can hope is that they heal properly and that they’re proven by the Ritual. Even if it weren’t for that, most men won’t marry girls who have scars, especially ones with scars from their fifteenth year. It’s considered taboo.

“Despised are the marked or scarred, the wounded and the bleeding girls, for they have polluted the temple of the Infinite Father.” These words have been drummed into my head from birth.

If Father had more money, he would have sent me to a House of Purity, to spend the entire year before the Ritual protected from sharp things in its soft, pillowed halls. But only rich girls like Agda can afford Houses of Purity. The rest of us have to make do by avoiding knives.

I’m so deep in thought, I don’t notice Father’s footsteps approaching. “Deka?” he calls. I turn to find him shifting nervously behind me, a box clutched in his hands. He opens it with a hesitant smile. “This is for you,” he says, offering me the embroidered dress inside.

I gasp, tears blurring my eyes. The dress is dyed the deep blue of the Ritual and has tiny golden suns embroidered on the hem, but that’s not the most exciting thing. Peeking out underneath it is a delicate blue half mask with white silk ribbons to tie it on with. It’s finer than anything I’ve ever seen, the craftsmanship light and elegant despite its wooden base.

“How?” I breathe, gathering it to my chest. We don’t have money to spare for new clothes, much less masks. I altered one of Mother’s old dresses for the Ritual.

“Your mother made them for you in secret last year,” he answers, pulling something else from the box.

“Mother’s favourite necklace…” I whisper, a happy sob bursting from my throat when I take in the thin, finely crafted gold chain and the delicate gold sphere hanging from it, that old, familiar symbol emblazoned across it. It almost looks like the kuru, the sacred symbol of the sun, but there’s more to it, another marking so worn I’ve never been able to make it out, not even after all these years. Mother used to wear the necklace every day without fail.

To think that she had all this ready for me so long ago.

My chest feels tight now, and I rub it, trying to soothe away my tears. I miss her so much, miss her voice, her smell, the way she always used to smile whenever she saw me.

I wipe my eyes as I turn to Father.

“She made sure I kept it for you,” Father says. Then he clears his throat, colour rising in his cheeks as he pulls one last thing from the box: a garland of fresh flowers, their bright red shimmering in the light. “The flowers, however, are from me. The merchant told me they were long-lasting.”

“They’re beautiful,” I cry, feeling overwhelmed as I look at him. This is the first time I’ve received so many gifts. “Everything is beautiful. My deepest thanks, Father.”

Father awkwardly pats my back. “Ready yourself, quickly now. Today, you’ll show them you belong.”

“Yes, Father.”

I hurry to do as he says, determination firming inside me. I will show them. I’ll wear my new dress and flowers, and then, once the Ritual has ended, I’ll wear my new mask to match. I’ll wear it so proudly, even Agda won’t be able to deny me.

I grin at the thought.

It’s late afternoon when we reach the temple. The village square is packed by then – well-wishers and curious onlookers jostling for space; girls in their ceremonial blues lined up before the temple steps, their parents on either side of them. Father takes his place beside me just as the drums sound, and we watch as the jatu march solemnly towards the steps in preparation for Elder Durkas’s arrival, their red armour a gleaming counterpoint to the sea of deep-blue dresses, their gnarled war masks glowering in the dull afternoon light. Each mask resembles a terrifying demon face, and can be attached and removed from the helmet with ease.

Since the doors haven’t yet opened, I take in the temple’s stark white walls, its red roof. Red is the colour of sanctity. It’s the colour pure girls will bleed when Elder Durkas tests them today.

Please let mine be red, please let mine be red, I pray.

I spot Elfriede at the front, her entire body rigid. She must be thinking the same thing. Like all the other girls, she stands with her face revealed one last time, although she hunches slightly to hide her birthmark.

The temple doors creak open, and the crowd hushes. Elder Durkas appears at the top of the stairs, his usual pinched, disapproving look on his face. As with most priests of Oyomo, his mission is to root out impurity and abomination. That’s why his body is so thin and his eyes are so intense. Religious fervour leaves little room for eating or anything else. A golden tattoo of the kuru – the symbol of the sun – gleams in the middle of his clean-shaven head.

He extends his hands over the crowd. “The Infinite Father blesses you,” he intones.

“The Infinite Father blesses us all.” The crowd’s reply reverberates through the square.

Elder Durkas raises the ceremonial blade towards the sky. It’s carved from ivory and sharper than the most finely honed sword. “‘And upon the fourth day,’” he recites in the deep, booming voice he likes to use for these occasions, “‘he created woman – a helpmeet to lift man to his sacred potential, his divine glory. Woman is the Infinite Father’s greatest gift to mankind. Solace for his darkest hour. Comfort in…’”

Elder Durkas’s words fade to a low droning as my skin begins to tingle, the blood rushing underneath. It’s coupled by sudden awareness: the stillness of the wind, the crackle of melting icicles, and, somewhere in the distance…the crunch of heavy footsteps on fallen leaves.

Something is coming… The thought flitters through my mind.

I force it away. Why is this happening now?

Father must have noticed my distracted expression, because he sighs ruefully, eyes squinting against the sun. “Ever has your mind been inclined to wander, Deka,” he whispers, voice low so the others won’t notice we’re talking. “You’re so very much like your mother.”

When his lips turn down in sadness, I frown at him. “You’ll develop lines,” I say.

Now he smiles, suddenly looking like the hearty man he used to be, before the red pox and Mother’s death conspired to shrink him to a shadow of himself. “A bit like the river condemning the stream for rushing too fast, don’t you think?” he jokes as the line begins to move.

I nod, return my attention to the temple steps. Elder Durkas has finished his recitation. The Ritual of Purity will now begin.

Agda is the first girl to walk into the temple, and her face is pale with nervousness. Will Oyomo favour her or judge that she has succumbed to impurity? The crowd leans forward, tense. The chattering, the whispered conversations – all fade to a hush, until soon the only things you can hear are the disgruntled yips of the dogs and the huffed breaths of the horses tethered to the nearby stables.

Moments later, a startled cry erupts from inside the temple. Agda emerges soon after, her blue scarf clutched across her chest, where Elder Durkas cut her with the ceremonial blade. Once she arrives at the top of the stairs, she pulls off the scarf and holds it above her head to display the red blood it’s saturated with. A relieved cheer swells through the crowd. She’s pure. Her parents rush to embrace her, and her father proudly fixes her first mask onto her face, a delicate gold half mask in the shape of the budding moon to declare her newfound womanhood. She casts a victorious glance around the crowd, her lips curling into a smirk when she glimpses me.

Once she walks back down the stairs, the next girl enters, and the Ritual of Purity begins again.

I train my eyes on the door. The sight of it – large, red, and imposing – frays my nerves, causing my stomach to clench and my palms to moisten. The tingling strengthens – a low hum now, fine hairs lifting, awareness rising.

Something is coming. The thought filters through my mind again.

It means nothing, I remind myself firmly. I’ve felt such things many times before and never once seen anything strange—

Terror slams through me so suddenly and heavily, my knees buckle. I grasp Father’s hand to remain standing. He frowns at me.

“Deka, are you all right?”

I don’t reply. Fear has frozen my lips, and all I can do is watch in horror as a sinister tendril of mist snakes around Father’s feet. More of it is slithering into the square, chilling the air. Above us, the sun flees, chased away by the clouds now rolling across the sky.

Father frowns up at it. “The sun is gone.”

But I’m no longer looking at the sky. My eyes are on the edge of the village, where the winter-stripped trees crackle under the weight of snow and ice. The mist is coming from there, heavy with a sharp, cold smell and something else: a distant, high-pitched sound that jitters my nerves.

When the sound shatters into an ear-piercing shriek, the entire crowd stills, petrified statues in the snow. One word whispers across the square: “Deathshrieks…”

Just like that, the lull is broken.

“Deathshrieks!” the jatu commander calls, unsheathing his sword. “Arm yourselves!”

The crowd scatters, the men racing towards the stables for their weapons, women herding their daughters and sons back to their homes. The jatu plough past the crowd, heading towards the forest, where colossal grey forms are appearing, inhuman shrieks heralding their approach.

The largest deathshriek is the first to step foot over the leafy border marking the edge of the forest. A hulking beast of a creature, it’s rawboned to the point of gauntness, its clawed hands dragging almost to its knees, spikes erupting all the way down its bony spine. It seems almost human, black eyes blinking, slitted nostrils flaring as it surveys the village. It turns to the village square, where I’m still standing, terror-struck, and my breath shallows – short, fast spurts of air now.

It opens its mouth, inhales…

A shriek blasts through my skull, white-hot agony slicing into my body. My teeth grind together; my muscles lock in place. Beside me, Father collapses to the ground as blood begins to pour from his ears and nostrils. More villagers are already writhing there, faces contorted into grimaces of terror and anguish.

Other than me, only the jatu remain standing in the square, their helmets specially soundproofed against deathshriek screams. Even so, their eyes flash white behind their war masks and their hands tremble on their swords. The jatu here are mostly recruits, newly initiated into the ranks, just as Elfriede said. They haven’t yet fought in the borders of the South, where the deathshrieks lay constant siege – haven’t ever even seen a deathshriek before, probably. It’ll be a miracle if any of them survive this.

It’ll be a miracle if any of us survive this.

The thought jolts me from my paralysis, and I whirl to Father. “We must flee!” I shout, pulling him so hard, he nearly jerks off the ground. Fear has powered my muscles, made them unnaturally strong. “We must go!” I glance at the lead deathshriek again, its hair writhing and lashing fitfully around it.

As if it senses me watching, it turns, and its eyes connect to mine from across the distance. There’s a look in them…an intelligence. The breath rips from my lungs. Every muscle in my body suddenly feels weak, frozen under that predatory black gaze. By the time I find the sense to cower, it’s already stalking onwards, as are the others. The many, many others. They’re emerging from the mists, leathery grey forms bristling with menace. Some lope to the ground from the trees, claws scoring the snow as they run on all fours.

“Defend the village!” the jatu commander roars, lifting his sword. “For the Infinite Father!”

“For the Infinite Father!” the jatu repeat, running towards the beasts.

A horrified gasp bursts from my chest as Father staggers up and echoes the call along with the other village men, who are all now hurriedly wrapping kerchiefs or belts around their ears. “Run to the temple, Deka!” he shouts at me.

Before him, the jatu commander is bearing down on the lead deathshriek, but the creature doesn’t retreat. Instead, it stills, cocking its head. For a moment, amusement seems to glitter in its eyes. Deadly amusement. Then it moves, violently backhanding the jatu across the square. His body cracks on impact, blood spewing everywhere.

A signal for the other deathshrieks to attack.

They race into the village, smashing through the jatu’s shields, disembowelling them with fatally sharp claws. Screams echo, blood sprays, the odour of urine rises. The jatu try to fight back, but there are too few of them, and they’re too inexperienced against the deathshrieks’ monstrosity.

I watch, horror choking me, as limbs and bodies are severed with inhuman abandon, heads ripped off with ferocious glee. Within minutes, the entire jatu force is overwhelmed, and then it’s on to the village men.

“Don’t let them get past!” Elder Olam roars, but it’s already too late.

The deathshrieks are ploughing through the villagers, some leaping onto their victims, others slicing into them with claws and teeth. The more the village men scream, the more frenzied the deathshrieks become. Blood splatters the ground, startling crimson across the white of the snow; corpses lie in a tangle of viscera and dried leaves.

It’s a massacre.

Terror knifing my heart, I turn to Father. He and two other villagers are engaged in combat with a deathshriek, pushing the creature back with swords and pitchforks. He doesn’t see the other deathshriek racing towards him, bloodlust in its eyes. He doesn’t see its claws unsheathing, reaching for him.

“NOOOO!” The desperate cry erupts from my chest before I can quiet it, so powerful it seems as if it’s layered with something else. Something deeper. “STOP, PLEASE! Leave my father alone! Please, just leave us alone!”

The deathshrieks whirl towards me, eyes deep black with rage. Time seems suspended as their leader moves forwards. Closer, then closer still, until—

“STOP!” I shout, my voice even more powerful than before.

The deathshriek abruptly stiffens, life draining from its eyes. For a moment, it almost seems a husk – an empty vessel, rather than a living being. The other deathshrieks are the same: frozen statues in the late afternoon light.

Silence descends upon the village. My heart pounds in my ears. Louder. Louder. Then…

Movement.

The lead deathshriek turns and staggers towards the forest, the others following behind it. The mist swiftly withdraws behind them, almost seeming to trail in their footsteps. In less than a minute, they’re gone.

I’m drunk with relief, floating, as if I’m only barely connected to my skin. A hazy feeling is taking over now, making my entire body feel as light as thistledown.

I glide towards Father, a glazed smile on my face. He’s still standing where he was, but he doesn’t seem to feel as relieved as I do. His face is pale, his body slick with sweat. He almost looks…terrified.

“Father?” I ask, reaching for him.

To my surprise, he recoils. “Foul demon!” he shouts. “What have you done with my daughter?”

“Father?” I repeat. I take another step towards him, confused when he once more recoils.

“Don’t you dare call me that, beast!” he hisses.

The other men have gathered around him now. The women have begun to spill out of the houses, Elfriede among them. There’s an expression on her face, one I’ve never seen there before. Fear.

“Your eyes, Deka. What’s happened to your eyes?” she whispers, horrified.

Her words melt a bit of the haze surrounding me. My eyes? I turn to Father, about to ask what the men are saying, but he nods to someone behind me. When I look, there’s Ionas, a sword gleaming in his hand. I frown at him, confused. Has he come to protect me, as he did earlier today?

“Ionas?” I ask.

He thrusts the sword into my stomach. The pain is so sharp, so exquisite, I barely notice the blood spilling into my hands.

It’s red…so very red at first, but then the colour begins to change, to glimmer. Within moments, the red has turned to gold – the very same gold now racing across my skin.

Shadows cloud my vision as the blood in my veins slows to a trickle. The only thing that remains moving is that gold, pouring into my hands like a river, slowly gliding over my skin.

“As I always suspected,” a faraway voice says. When I look up, Elder Durkas is looming over me. His expression is dark with satisfaction. “She’s impure,” he declares.

That’s the last thing I hear before I die.
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It’s dark when I wake and strangely quiet. The noise and crowds of the village square have disappeared, replaced by shadows, cold, and silence. Where am I? I glance around, my breath coming in short, laboured spurts, and discover I’m in what looks like a cellar, with neatly stacked casks of oil lined against dark stone walls. I try to rise, but something stops me: rough-hewn iron shackles, one set for my feet and a matching pair for my wrists. I tug and twist, breaths heavier and heavier now, but the shackles still don’t move. They’ve been hammered into the wall behind me. A scream builds in my throat.

“You’re awake.” Ionas’s voice slices through my panic. He’s standing in the darkness, examining me with the cold intensity he usually reserves for beggars and lepers. The expression is so harsh, I jerk back, frightened.

“Ionas,” I say, tugging at the manacles. “What’s happening? Why am I here?”

Ionas’s mouth turns down with disgust. “You see me?” he asks. Then he adds, as if to himself, “Of course you can.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, sitting up. “Why am I here? Why am I chained?”

Ionas lights a torch. The brightness is so overwhelming, I have to shield my eyes. “You can see me in complete darkness, and you dare to ask why you’re here?”

“I don’t understand,” I repeat. “My head, everything is all confused.”

“How can you not remem—”

“Don’t speak to it,” a cold voice commands.

Father rises from the corner, a harsh expression on his face. A pillar concealed him before, but there he is now, clear as day, despite the shadows cloaking his corner. Why can I see him so clearly? Ionas only lit one torch. A fearful twinge shoots through my stomach as I remember Ionas’s words: You can see me in complete darkness…

Father nods curtly to Ionas. “Summon the others.”

Ionas hurries up the stairs, leaving Father, a wraithlike figure in the darkness. His eyes burn with a strange emotion as he approaches. Anger? Disgust?

“Father?” I whisper, but he doesn’t reply as he crouches before me, his eyes flicking over my body until they land on my stomach. There’s a jagged hole in my dress, revealing a stretch of unmarked skin. I cover it self-consciously, something niggling at me.

What am I forgetting?

“Not even a scar,” Father observes in a strange, removed sort of way. He has something clutched in his hand: Mother’s necklace.

He must have taken it from my neck as I slept.

A tear slides down my cheek.

“Father?” I say. “Father, what is this? Why am I here?”

I reach out to him, then stop. There’s a harsh, forbidding expression on his face. A simmering disgust. Why won’t he answer me? Why won’t he look at me? I would give anything for him to embrace me and tell me how foolish I am for being so frightened, his sweet, silly girl.

He does none of these things, only looks into my eyes with that awful, removed disgust. “It would have been better if you had just died,” he spits.

And then I remember.

I remember the Ritual of Purity, the deathshriek leader’s approach – how cold those black eyes were as they met mine. Then the jatu and the village men’s counterattack. Blood on snow. Father in danger. And then that voice emerging from me…that awful, inhuman voice…followed by the look in Father’s eyes as he commanded Ionas to cut me down. The look that I understood only when I saw the golden blood dripping down my belly.

“No…” I whisper, sobs wracking my body. I can almost feel the jagged edge of the sword again, feel the darkness descending upon me.

I rock back and forth, so deep in my horror, I barely notice the footsteps echoing down the stairs, barely see the figures approaching. Only after they’ve been standing before me for some minutes do I look up, discover Elder Durkas reading fervently from the Infinite Wisdoms, a bandaged Elder Olam and the village elders standing silently beside him. There are only five of them now. I wonder about the others, and the image of two elders’ spines shattering under the sweep of deathshriek claws blisters through my mind and my stomach lurches.

I double over, vomit pungent on my tongue. Elder Durkas steps forwards, his eyes filled with disgust. “To think, we sheltered such a creature in our midst.”

His words freeze the vomit in my throat. I surge to my knees, holding my hands out to him. “Elder Durkas,” I plead, “please, this is a mistake! I’m not impure! I am not!”

Guilt surges inside me, a horrific reminder: my skin tingled when the deathshrieks came, and when they left, it was only because I told them to.

Because I commanded them.

Elder Durkas ignores me and turns to the other men. “Who will purify this demon and rid our village of her abomination?”

His words terrify me. I begin begging again. “Please, Elder Durkas, please!”

But the elder says nothing, only turns to Father, who glances at me. There’s an expression in his eyes, an uncertainty.

“Remember, that is not your daughter,” Elder Durkas reminds him. “She may look human now, but that is the demon that has possessed her – the demon that called deathshrieks to our door and killed our families.”

Called the deathshrieks? The words splinter, choking me with horror. “I didn’t!” I protest. “I didn’t call the deathshrieks.”

You made them leave, however… The reminder slithers in my mind and I force it away.

Elder Durkas ignores me, continues talking to Father. “You brought her impurity into this village. It is your duty to cleanse her.”

To my horror, Father nods grimly, then steps forwards and holds out his hand. Ionas places a sword inside it.

When it gleams, its blade reflecting the dim light, my fear explodes. I scramble against the wall. “Father, no! Please, no!”

But Father ignores my pleas and approaches until he’s standing just before me, the tip of the sword resting on my neck. It’s cold, so icy cold… I look up at Father, trying to see any hint of the man who once carried me on his shoulders and saved the creamiest portions of milk because he knew I liked them best.

“Father, please, don’t do this,” I beg, tears pouring down my cheeks. “I’m your daughter. I’m Deka, your Deka, remember?”

For a moment, something seems to spark inside his eyes. Regret…

“Cleanse her or the jatu will come for you and the rest of your family,” Elder Durkas hisses.

Father’s eyes shutter. His lips thin into a tight, grim line. “I cleanse you in the name of Oyomo,” he declares, raising the sword.

“Father, no—”

The blade slices through my neck.

I’m a demon.

I know it the moment I open my eyes. I’m still chained in the cellar, but my body is whole again. Not a single scar or blemish marks my skin – not even the portion of my neck where Father beheaded me. I touch it, a whimper wrenching from deep inside me when I feel the skin there, once more silky smooth under my fingers. It’s as if I’ve been completely reborn. Even my childhood scars are gone.

I hurriedly kneel, bowing my head in prayer. Please don’t abandon me, Infinite Father, I beg. Please purify me of whatever evil has taken hold. Please, please, please…

“Your prayers won’t reach him,” Elder Olam says from the corner. It’s his turn to watch me, it seems. Unlike the others, he does so with fascination rather than disgust. “He’s already rejected you from His Afterlands twice.”

His words are like an arrow piercing my heart. “Because I’m a demon,” I whisper, horror and disgust an acrid bitterness in my mouth.

“Indeed.” Elder Olam doesn’t bother to prettify his answer.

He doesn’t have to. What kind of cursed creature doesn’t die from a beheading? Even deathshrieks topple when their heads are cleaved from their bodies. I close my eyes against the memory, try to breathe out my rising panic.

“Where’s Father?” I ask.

The Elder shrugs. “He took to his bed.”

Something about his tone makes me stiffen. “When?”

“Five days ago, when the fibres of your neck stretched their way back to your body and reattached.”

Vomit rises to my throat again, and I retch loudly, emptying my stomach. There isn’t much left in it now but water and bile. Once I’m finished, I wipe my lips, mentally push back frenzied thoughts and acid guilt.

All those years, Father endured being sneered at and excluded – for me. For the promise that I would one day be proven and show everyone I belonged in the village. But I am exactly what they said I was, only worse – so, so much worse. And now look what I’ve done.

Elder Olam continues watching me. “Your friend Elfriede is pure, in the event you were wondering,” he says. “We are watching her, nevertheless. She spent a great deal of time with you. You never know how such associations can taint a person.”

The words jolt through me. “She is innocent,” I whisper, horrified. I’m the one who heard the deathshrieks. Who commanded them… “Elfriede has nothing to do with this.”

Elder Olam shrugs. “Perhaps. Time will tell, I suppose…”

The callousness of his answer is terrifying, but I can’t dwell on that now.

“Father,” I remind him. “What is his condition?”

Elder Olam shrugs again, unconcerned. “He won’t survive for long. Not if you remain undying,” he adds pointedly.

I flinch, shame and guilt roiling in my belly. Now I understand why Elder Olam is here – why the others made sure he took Father’s place. He’s good at making people see his way. Before he became head of the village, he was a very successful trader. He had a way of making his patrons believe that they wanted what he wanted.

He doesn’t have to do so with me. I look down at my veins, stomach lurching as they shimmer, the gold glittering inside them, demonic essence forever marking me impure. I want to rip them out, want to dig so deeply I empty them.

Suddenly, I think of the villagers, huddled in their homes, and Father, on his sickbed. And even Elfriede. Distinctly now, I remember the fear in her eyes when she looked at me. The disgust. What happens when the demon in me rises again? What happens if it decides to lash out? To attack the village? To call more deathshrieks?

All those dead villagers scattered in the snow…

My breath shallows, and I try to breathe, surrender myself to Oyomo’s grace. Elder Durkas told us it was always around us, there if we only reached for it – if only we submitted ourselves to His will.

I will submit. I will do anything to cleanse myself of my impurity, of my sins.

I look up at Elder Olam. “Kill me,” I whisper, the tears sliding down my cheeks. “I know you must know how. I am an abomination in the eyes of Oyomo. I am an abomination.”

A grim smile slices Elder Olam’s lips. Victory. “They say fire is cleansing for the spirit,” he murmurs, taking a torch from the wall and staring meaningfully at the flames.

Another scream rises, but I swallow it down. It’ll be all right, I tell myself. All I have to do is submit, subject myself to the flames, and perhaps then Oyomo will forgive me for my impurity.

Even as I think this, I know it’s a lie. Fire won’t kill me. Perhaps nothing ever will. Even then I have to try – have to submit and bear the pain until Oyomo gives me His grace again. Or until He grants me the mercy of death.

Click. Click. Click.

A sharp, insistent tapping penetrates my ears.

When I blearily open my eyes, there’s a woman sitting before me. She’s small and delicate, and dark robes cover her from head to toe. Even stranger, her hands are covered by white, bonelike armoured gloves – gauntlets. They have sharpened claws at the end, and they glow dimly in the darkness of the cellar. It almost looks as if she has ghostly white hands. White Hands… Perhaps that’s what I’ll call her.

When she notices me watching her, White Hands stops drumming her fingers. Her wooden half mask gleams under her hood, a gnarled, frightening demon caught mid-roar. I blink. For just a moment, I thought it was a war mask, but only men wear those. Is she really a nightmare? A fever dream? Please let her be a dream. Please, no more pain – no more blood.

Golden rivers, coiling down the floor—

Tiny daggers bite into my chin and neck. “No, no, you will not ignore me, alaki,” White Hands says in a lilting, heavily accented voice.

I jerk away from her gauntlets, gasping. This isn’t a dream; she’s really here! The scent of ice and fir trees wafts from her cloak, chasing away the ever-present stench of burning flesh, melting fat, charred bone. As I inhale deeply, savouring the smell, White Hands abruptly crouches, her eyes boring into mine. Fear shivers over me.

They’re dark – so very, very dark – those eyes. The last time I saw eyes so dark was on a deathshriek, but they didn’t have whites surrounding their pupils.

White Hands is human. Terrifyingly so.

“You are awake. Good,” she murmurs. “Are you lucid?”

I blink back at her.

White Hands slaps me so sharply, my head jerks back from the blow. I touch my cheek, shocked, until she grips my chin with those claws again. “Are. You. Lucid. Alaki?”

There it is, that word again. A-la-key. I pronounce it silently in my mind, focusing on its strange, forbidding edges as I sit up. “Yes,” I rasp, licking my lips. My voice is a raw nerve, my tongue drier than our lake bed in midsummer. I haven’t spoken in days…or has it been weeks? Months? How long have I been here? My memories blend in an orgy of blood and terror – of gold, shimmering on the cobblestone floor as the sword slices down, tearing past reattaching muscles, reconnecting tendons…

The elders bring out buckets, gold-lust in their eyes. They’re going to dismember me again, going to rip me apart to harvest the gold that flows in my veins. A scream pours out, shrill, unhinged. It mixes with my prayers. Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to sin. I didn’t know about the impurity in my blood. Please forgive me.

Then the icy sweetness of the knife, slicing through my tongue—

White Hands snaps her claws. “No, do not drift off again.” She rummages in her cloak and unearths a small glass vial, which she wafts under my nose.

An acrid smell sears my nostrils, and I jerk upright, blinking wildly as the memories flee back to their hidden corners. White Hands moves forwards with the vial again, but I quickly turn my head away.

“I’m awake, I’m awake,” I rasp.

“Good,” she says. “I dislike being ignored by alaki.”

“Alaki?” I repeat.

“It means worthless, unwanted. That is what they call your kind.” White Hands peers at me. I can almost feel her frowning under her hood. “You do not know what you are?”

I struggle to understand what she’s saying. “I’m impure,” I reply. Rivers of golden blood flow past my eyes.

Amusement glimmers in hers. “Undoubtedly, but that does not fully explain what you are.”

Something stirs inside me, a dull echo almost resembling curiosity. “What am I?” I ask. “And what do you mean by my kind?” Does she mean the other impure girls, the ones who died here?

More memories surface – impatient whispers in the darkness.

Why won’t she die?

They always die by the second or third death. Beheading, burning, drowning. It’s always one of the three.

She’s unnatural, this one.

Unnatural…

“If you make the correct choice, I will tell you.”

The sound of White Hands’s voice returns me abruptly to the present.

“Choice?” My head throbs and I want to go back to sleep.

I begin to close my eyes again, but she pulls something from her pocket. It’s a seal made of solid gold, with a circle of obsidian stones in the middle of one side and an old Oteran symbol on the other: an eclipsed sun whose rays have been turned into wickedly sharp blades. This is the first time I’ve ever seen one so close before. Only officials carry seals, and it’s rare they come to Irfut. There’s something strange about the circle on the first side. I squint, forcing it to take shape.

Stars. The stones are shaped like stars.

“The ansetha.” White Hands’s voice answers my unspoken question as she points to the symbol on the seal. “It is an invitation.”

Confusion lines my face, and I frown at her. “An invitation for what?”

“For you, Impure One. Emperor Gezo has decided to create an army of your kind. He invites you to join it and protect our beloved Otera from those that would oppose her will.”

White Hands begins untying her mask, and I recoil, unnerved. Is this a trick? Some kind of bizarre test? Women never remove their masks in front of strangers, only family or their dearest friends. I shut my eyes, frightened of what I’ll see, but White Hands’s amused laugh filters into my ears.

“Look at me.”

I squeeze my eyes tighter.

“Look at me.” There’s iron behind the command now.

I look.

White Hands is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. My jaw drops nearly to my chest when I take full stock of her. Small of stature, she has short, tightly curled hair and glowing skin that gleams a smooth bluish-black, like the night sky at midsummer. Her most striking feature, however, is her eyes, deep black and fathomless, as if she’s seen the worst of humanity and survived to laugh at it all.

I thought I’d endured tortures, but something tells me White Hands has not only endured but thrived, become stronger for her pain.

She’s monstrous… The realization shudders through me, along with another. This is why the Infinite Wisdoms cautions against talking to unmasked women, against even looking at them.

They may be demons in disguise.

White Hands moves closer. “Now, then, tell me – what have you decided? You have only two choices, after all: remain here, where the elders can bleed you while pretending to enforce the Death Mandate, or come with me to the capital and make something of yourself – something even those greedy bastards upstairs cannot sneer at.”

“I’m impure,” I say slowly, pushing back the futile hope that surges at her words. There’s no reprieve for me, no freedom. Nothing will change that.

Oyomo, give me grace. Oyomo, forgive me my sins. Oyomo, please absolve me.

I turn my head away, but White Hands’s gauntlets immediately return, digging into my skin. She forces my eyes to meet hers. “You can decide your fate, alaki, an option that was not given to your predecessors.” Her tone is pleasant enough, but there’s pure steel behind it. “However, if you do wish to have the Death Mandate enforced—”

“Death Mandate?” This is the second time she’s mentioned it.

“‘Never allow an alaki to live, nor anyone who aids her,’” White Hands recites, as if reading from a scroll. “Those are the exact words of the Death Mandate for your kind – the words that ensure that every girl in Otera undergoes the Ritual of Purity so that all your kind are found and executed without delay.”

The ground falls out from under me. So that all your kind are found and executed… The elders suspected all along what I was, were just waiting for the Ritual to confirm it so they could finally end my life—

“Listen well, alaki,” White Hands says, moving so suddenly, I feel the sting on my chest only after she’s sliced it open with her gauntleted claws. Unease shudders through me when I look down and see she’s made a cut in the same place Elder Durkas would have, had I gone through the Ritual of Purity.

Gold is already welling up, staining my skin with
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THE GILDED ONES includes scenes of violence,
including some graphic violence, which some readers
may find distressing.






