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Eresh stands before the high glass window that wraps around most of the exterior of her sprawling Boston penthouse, overlooking a skyline dotted sparingly with tall towers like her own. Her arms and torso still ache from where, only a scant few nights ago, she took a hail of gunfire in her true form. Eresh rubs at the ache in her neck that’s also lingering as she heals. The process slow – her power greatly diminished from when she was a true goddess in Kengir, though still enough to keep her alive where others fell as mortals chose to invade Marrowmont. An incursion from multiple sides from which the city, too, is still recovering, as those who survived that night try to pick up the pieces and rebuild their homes and their lives. Which is why she’s here. Marrowmont has never been home. That lies in a dead city-state, gone to memory and legend; found, too, with her wife’s buried heart that she left in familiar soil long before that nation fell.

	She dips one delicate finger into the cold drink in her hand to pluck out an ice chip and holds it to her back. Her grunt of animal relief loud in the richly appointed apartment, the tangle of plants around her offsetting their cool green against the rippling cobalt light from the pool behind her – her entire body bathed a luminous blue as she exhales slowly and lets some of the tension ease from her shoulders. While rivulets of water from the swiftly melting ice run down her shoulders and her spine as she sweeps the ice in long arcs across her upper back, the runoff soaking the lip of her deep-cut backless dress.

	A knock sounds sharp and strong at her door. She leans her head back and closes her eyes as she calls over her shoulder: “It’s open.”

	The latch clicks, and she can hear someone enter and shut the door behind them. The sensation of the ice heightened against her back as she lets herself drift. Secure in the knowledge she’s safe here. Even if she didn’t already know who it was come calling.

	“Should you be leaving yourself so vulnerable?” calls Hulngal from across the length of the apartment – Eresh’s second home soundproofed; none of the business they discuss tonight will be gifted to unwelcome ears.

	Eresh smiles as she opens her eyes and turns to face her guest. “I am never vulnerable,” says the once-goddess with a lopsided, fanged grin as she puts the ice chip down on a tray on a side table near the window. And slips through the sheltered jungle, sleek as a stalking panther and just as predatory, Hulngal waiting patiently just inside the threshold of her old friend’s home. Well. Once friends. Time has not been kind to what they once were to each other.

	“Still, you chose to deliver to me the promised relic here—”

	“Where I am assured of my safety,” says Eresh, and downs the rest of the drink she’s holding, placing the empty glass atop one of the many tables arranged about her home in a dizzying array of eclectic styles – no two pieces of furniture in her penthouse alike – as she continues making her way to Hulngal, skirting the shallow, ornately-tiled pool, and through the open concept of her living space. 

	“Unlike my home in Marrowmont, as the invasion rather aptly demonstrated. Besides, that one’s occupied. Stheno’s crashing there,” she adds at Hulngal’s confused stare.

	Hulngal nods sagely, taking a step further into Eresh’s penthouse and crossing her hands behind her back, the fabric of her mystic’s robes swishing as she relaxes into the conversation. “Yes, Stheno mentioned word had gotten back to Bryony about how prepared she was to sacrifice herself to protect someone else’s children while they’re still trying to have one of their own. I take it that didn’t sit well.”

	“Noble it may have been, but misguided. Hardly worth sacrificing a relationship for. I rather expect she’ll stay until she and Bryony can patch things up. If they can.”

	“They’ll get past it,” says Hulngal with a soft smile.

	“Are slights so easily ignored?” asks Eresh, playing with a tangle of her hair as she stops to lean back against a table behind her. 

	“I suppose it depends on the slight?”

	“You should know,” she mutters, face darkening. Then puts back on her cheerful, guileless expression before Hulngal can do more than raise an eyebrow. “But I suspect you’re right. And in the meantime, she’s certainly welcome to a space that sits so frequently unoccupied. Even if it is going to need some rather significant repairs.”

	“I note, unlike your dwelling, you at least came out of that night mostly unscathed.”

	“My back says otherwise…” says Eresh, rotating one shoulder, its full range of motion still not entirely returned. “But then, that’s a not insignificant benefit of having two homes. Ongoing worship, despite the shift in its nature, does wonders for one’s bank accounts,” says Eresh as she stretches like a cat, long lazy arms reaching up as she laces her fingers together and cracks her arms and shoulders, ignoring the pain, and pushes off the table to walk past Hulngal toward a crystalline table atop which rests a decanter of burgundy wine.

	“And here I thought it was all that time spent liberating those fantastical artifacts from their former owners.”

	“More than a few of which are in your shop,” Eresh whispers conspiratorially as she brushes past the mystic.

	“I’m not complaining,” says Hulngal as Eresh pours herself a new drink; Hulngal shakes her head ‘no’ as Eresh offers her a glass, shrugs, and downs hers in one gulp, licking her lips after. “In truth,” continues Hulngal, “there’s something delightful about the vicarious distress of owners who can’t afford to admit their illegally acquired toys have been stolen in turn. Speaking of your acquisition for me, I am rather keen to have it.”

	“Yes, well, I was rather keen to be told the truth about what you sent me to get,” says Eresh, refilling her wine glass before she begins walking a long circuit around the mystic, Hulngal turning her head to follow the goddess’ path. “That thing is no bloody dragon’s scale.”

	“Was Anat’s information wrong? Or do you think her source didn’t have the right of it?”

	“Well, I don’t really know, do I? Because I don’t know what that thing is,” says Eresh, coming to a stop in front of Hulngal, fuming from almost a full head’s height below her guest.

	“Perhaps she had its provenance wrong, but she was certain it would be of great use in the … endeavor … in which I still think you would do well to—”

	Eresh groans as she turns her back on Hulngal momentarily to go flop into an adjacent chair, miraculously not spilling any of her drink, and drapes her free arm over the wide seat’s angular arms. She crosses one finely shaped leg over the other, her slit-legged dress hiking up her bronze thigh. “Are you really still on this absurd plan to unseat the Maidens?”

	“Not unseat, no. I’ve no interest in running a city. Just in doing a better job handling the Maw…” says Hulngal, put out.

	“It’s madness,” says Eresh. “Do you truly imagine they haven’t figured out you make moves against them?”

	“Igibala and I have covered our trails exceptionally well over the years.”

	“Yes, you keep telling yourself that…” says Eresh with a mock serious nod as she lets her true form’s claws slip into her human form and begins digging one hand along the arm of the chair like a scratching post.

	“You’re already indirectly involved—” starts Hulngal, adding as they catch Eresh’s raised eyebrow: “The item you’ve acquired for me. Anat assures me it contains the power to leash the beast.”

	“The not-dragon-scale? Which, again, fuck you for lying to me about what it was. And not like Anat to have poor intel. So, I don’t know, maybe the error lies with some undisclosed third party,” says Eresh, and throws up her free hand to let it fall against the armrest again to underscore her point. “But whatever that thing does, I still think you’re a fool to believe it’ll mean fuck all against the Maidens’ control of their caged beast. And please tell me you at least have more support than just Igibala?”

	“I have several very auspicious feelers out at the moment—”

	Eresh just laughs. “Three slow centuries you’ve been trying to recruit others to this cause, and it remains just the two of you. Absolutely delicious in its ridiculousness,” says Eresh as she drains her drink, and gets up to get more wine, her movements a little less fluid now, a little more staggered, for all the alcohol floating through her system.

	“I’m sure I’ll win Anat, at least, over in time.” Hulngal ignores Eresh’s snort as the goddess pours herself another glassful. “And with you, imagine the power we of the old guard wield.”

	“Two goddesses, one of whom has forsaken violence, an elemental force, and an upraised mortal – which your wife remains, for all the power she wields,” Eresh adds as she takes her seat again, before Hulngal can object to Eresh’s description of Igibala. “Oh yes, puissance indeed in the four of us to their thousands,” says Eresh mock solemnly, before taking a long sip of her drink. “You’re not promising a great deal to the people potentially aiding you in this suicide run.”

	“Do you not still desire power?”

	“Rarely.”

	“What do you desire?” asks Hulngal, crossing over to Eresh so that her long shadow falls across Eresh, Hulngal haloed from behind as Eresh looks up at the tall woman.

	Eresh opens her mouth to be snide, then closes it. Debating, knowing it’s partly the wine talking, and partly being in confidence with someone who was once one of her closest friends, before admitting: “A chance at a life away from … all of this.”

	“What?” asks Hulngal quietly.

	“I ran into Sienna while getting you your … not-scale.”

	“How is she?” asks Hulngal eagerly, crossing her arms happily as she leans in.

	“Good,” says Eresh, gazing deeply into her wine glass. “Really good,” Eresh says softly, thinking. “She wanted me to look her up.”

	“As in—”

	Eresh nods sheepishly, a little looser still for the wine. Her movements sluggish as she puts the glass down on a table beside her.

	“You’re going to take her up on it, yes?”

	“How?” says Eresh, devolving into laughter. “I’m bound by the Pacts here. I can’t just run off and build a life with a mortal. For however long it would even last.”

	“But you want it?”

	“More than I’ve wanted anything since Ereshkigal… Well. You’re all too well aware of what happened to my last wife, aren’t you?” says Eresh bitterly.

	Hulngal nods, oblivious, and breathes deep. “You could have your freedom from the Pacts…”

	Eresh looks up at Hulngal from eyes gone to slits, a wary look on the goddess’ face. “You actually think you can do it, don’t you – overthrow the Maidens, in whatever capacity that means,” she adds as Hulngal makes to interrupt, “and leash the Maw for yourself. And, what, wield it?”

	“No,” says Hulngal firmly. “I want to drink it dry; I want to see it wither and know fear. The Maidens seek to keep it at bay. I want it gone.”

	“So power for you?”

	“Freedom,” whispers Hulngal. “Just as much as you want it.”

	Eresh blinks as she realizes Hulngal is serious. This more vulnerable than Eresh has ever seen her – a quiet pang of pity in the bottom of her heart for something never meant to be caged, bound to this place. She hardens her heart against it, remembering what the callous, cold woman in front of her took from her. Who Hulngal took from her. She steels herself to answer, but Hulngal turns to look past the pool and the gardens and stare out the windows across the night-lit city as she continues.

	“Three long centuries of being bound by the Pacts. Of being here and only here. Only the hints of our world remaining, in so few bodies and the histories we claw to ourselves across books and story and memory, and those forgotten friends and fellow deities who trickle in by years and decades, in ever smaller numbers as time ticks on and the truth that the others are gone – faded or slain – becomes irrefutable.”

	Hulngal turns to Eresh, and there’s something diminished about her. A smallness to an entity that has always towered. “I’m tired, Eresh. I miss the lost. I miss the homeland I was cast out of and even after its fall have not, by decree and binding, been allowed to return to for millennia. If not for Igibala and you and Anat … I do not know that I would still want to be here. Or whether I, too, would have tried to—”

	Despite herself, despite everything Hulngal has done to her, something in Eresh breaks at seeing someone who lived so long held
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