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  Chapter one

There must come a moment in every girl’s life when she looks back over her bevy of mistakes and ill-advised decisions and questions which it was that brought her to this. Surely, the feeling is universal. At least that’s what Bryony assumed as she stood over the body of a young man racked with seizures—in full view of some fifty of her most devout followers—and wondered whether it might be kinder to just let the boy die. 
How did she get here? What could she have done differently? Where exactly did she turn left when she was meant to go right?
The healing tent was thick with life—perspiration, tears, the electrified breath of those who sang Bryony’s praises. The sick boy had been carried to the stage by his parents, laid across a stone altar assembled just for this purpose, and left to Bryony’s tender ministrations. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen years of age. His muscles tensed and twisted as his body reacted to a fever no one could break. His chest had been bared in anticipation of the healing touch of his god, or rather his parents’ god if Bryony was honest. She had no idea whether the boy was a devotee of hers, though he probably was. Very few in the community rejected her. Why would they? All she ever did was heal them. And she asked nothing in return other than life’s basic necessities and a little love perhaps. She was as benevolent a god as she could be. Still . . .
How had it all come to this?
Bryony Moss wasn’t born a god, and she hadn’t set out to become one either. She’d been a quiet child with few friends and fewer acquaintances, content to play by herself in the little grove of plum trees behind her family’s old farmhouse. She’d loved the spring when the grove would flower and rain pink confetti onto her hair and shoulders. She recalled being some version of happy, even with the background noise of fear and paranoia that permeated her world.
Then her mother got sick, followed by her little brother and her father. And like most people who found themselves in the grip of disease post-apocalypse, they quickly died.
It was easy to blame the angels. They’d taken so much, decades before Bryony was even born. Every guardian angel turned out to be somewhat less of a guardian than people had assumed. They were more like assassins, dutifully awaiting their orders, and when the orders came down, they were devastating. Every person of scientific learning—every doctor, chemist, biologist, and physicist—was exterminated. All media referencing such knowledge was destroyed upon discovery. Technological advancement came to a standstill as planned obsolescence quickly ate away at humanity’s twenty-first century gains.
Mortals could no longer be trusted to rule themselves. War, corruption, and environmental destruction were evidence of that. So the angels generously offered to rule instead. Ignorance, being such a valuable tool for encouraging submission in notoriously rebellious creatures, was achieved in the most brutal, traumatic way possible. But what was the sacrifice of a few lives in the grand scheme of things? Surely the ends justified the means. Now there was no such thing as war, the environment was positively teeming with life, and no one ever questioned whether the sacrifice was necessary. No one dared.
Yes, it was easy to blame the angels, but honestly, it wasn’t their fault. How many children had suffered the after-effects of the same massacre, grown up in the same superstitious world, and yet hadn’t become gods? They didn’t all find themselves the heads of small but devout congregations. They didn’t welcome worship the way Bryony did. So she couldn’t hand all the responsibility for her choices to angels.
Perhaps it came down to the loss of her family. After all, that was the birth of her unusual relationship with death. When her little brother took sick, Bryony began wearing her dead mother’s costume dresses around the house to amuse him. Her favorite was a beautiful, formal gown from a performance of The Unsinkable Molly Brown. For her brother’s funeral, she dyed it black, and it felt like a second skin to her. So she dyed all her mother’s old costume dresses black and wore them out like it was the fashion of the day. 
She had watched everyone she loved suffer and suffer until death became a gentle relief, and she’d learned to be grateful for it. Life was a struggle, not just for survival but for meaning and identity. Death, instead, offered its assurance: You belong here in my arms, in the earth, in the wind and sea. Your meaning is rest, and quiet, and new life. You are the grass, the trees, and little, scurrying feet.
Bryony frequently visited the graveyard where her family was buried. She felt at home among the crumbling headstones and marble monuments. She was a ghost among ghosts, a citizen of their country. She spoke their language, heard their music, read their poetry. It wasn’t that she was anxious to die. She just knew one day she would, and she was perfectly comfortable with the idea. If life was an exhausting journey abroad, death was the creaking front door of her childhood home.
It had been the loss of her first family that led Bryony to seek out a second one in the graveyard. And the graveyard had provided.
“Please, Mistress.” A quiet voice from the congregation brought her back to the present. It was a woman in the front row. The boy’s mother? Grandmother? “Please, save him.”
Bryony tilted her head and squinted at the woman. The black veil she always wore obscured her vision a little, but it was worth the anonymity it provided. No one could see her face, her questions, her doubt. She performed miracles dressed as a shadow, and no one ever bothered her outside the tent.
She glanced down at the boy on the stone slab, his body only just quieted from his most recent seizure. He panted and wheezed, sweating and tossing in abject misery. Bryony pinched her lips closed and twisted the ring she wore on the middle finger of her left hand. “But . . . is that what he wants?”
The woman in the front row frowned, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Mistress, he is dying.”
“I know.” Bryony was surprising herself. She didn’t usually address her congregation. She preferred to play her part quietly, soak up the love and gratitude offered in exchange for healing, and then retreat. It felt wonderful, receiving that love, but was it right? Why did she try so hard to convince herself she was worthy? Something in her protested too much. 
If only she could ask Shakespeare. He would have a reasonable answer like he always did. She imagined him standing before her now, cocking his black head, wiping his beak on the body of the boy, irreverent as always. Of course, irreverent was all he would ever be. He was a bird, a crow to be precise, and he neither knew nor acknowledged any god but himself.
Just heal the boy, Shakespeare would say. Get on with it, so we can eat. 
But what if he prefers to die? she would ask.
And Shakespeare would pause his grooming long enough to say, He can kill himself later if he wants.
But suicide is forbidden.
And Shakespeare would shake his head at her. If he doesn’t want to take matters into his own hands, he can go insult an angel, and they’ll happily oblige him. Just heal the boy, Bryony. Appease your followers, and let’s get dinner.
“I will heal him,” Bryony said aloud. Her congregation responded with a collective sigh of relief. The woman in the front row burst into grateful tears, and behind the stone altar, Bryony turned her ring again. It was an unusual piece. A silver hummingbird’s skull was mounted where a gemstone would normally be. Bryony never took it off.
The boy on the table shifted, and Bryony leaned over his body. She laid her head on his chest and listened to his slowing heartbeat through her veil. If she did nothing, he would die within hours. Death might have been exactly what he wanted, but she had no way of asking him.
She began to hum, a misdirection in anticipation of a little sleight of hand. She murmured a chant and placed both her palms on the boy’s chest. Everything happened under her veil. Those watching saw a mere shadow of her movements. No one noticed the way she curled her left hand into a fist and scratched the surface of the boy’s skin with the beak of her ring. It was nothing, the pinprick of a kitten’s claw. The mark would heal before anyone even noticed it was there. 
And already the boy’s heartbeat was strengthened, his color returned. Already his breath became measured, and he sank into the comfort of true rest, his infection eradicated, his fever broken.
Bryony straightened and lifted her gaze to heaven. She held out her hands and spread her fingers as if releasing the illness into the ether. Then she announced, “He is well.”
The crowd erupted. His mother wept. Bryony’s devotees began to sing a ballad of her praises. She bowed like a performer, a circus magician—which was what she was, really—and backed out of the tent.

      [image: ]The ring was the trick, the lie, the con. The congregation believed that Bryony herself had the power to heal, that she laid her hands on the bodies of the sick and her holy touch drove the illness from them. It wasn’t true at all.
Wherever she went, Bryony wore her little treasure. She’d found it ten years ago, the same day she met Shakespeare. He’d been standing over it in a graveyard—though it didn’t look like a ring at the time—not far from her family’s burial plots. He’d pecked at the ground as if to say, Look at this. Isn’t it something? 
Innocent curiosity led her to this. That’s what was to blame in the end. Well, that and her ridiculous desire for a fairy-tale life. She’d been nourished on her own fantasies, and she half believed they were possible. The idea of a crow in a graveyard leading her to a fated, magical item was irresistible. So, even though it was stupid, impossible, childish, she heeded the crow.
As she approached, the bird retreated. It flew onto an adjacent, crumbling, stone angel and cawed three times in an almost comical display of displeasure. Bryony chuckled, but her eye was immediately drawn to the item the crow had been plucking at. It was silver, half buried, yet it gleamed as though it had just been polished. She brushed the earth and dead leaves away from what appeared to be a kind of sword hilt. Two serpents with emerald eyes wound their way up the handle, through which she could easily slip her hand, and she did.
The crow shook the dust from its feathers, and Bryony laughed at herself even as she daydreamed about a young King Arthur, pulling his prophetic sword from the stone. It figured hers would be buried in a graveyard. As she lifted the hilt, she felt the weight of the weapon. It was heavier than she expected, but it felt good in her hand. This was no actor’s prop. It was beautiful. Even on such an overcast day, it caught and reflected the light like a diamond.
She considered keeping it. It made no sense to bury it again. And she was drawn to the idea that some cosmic power or other had just handed her an extraordinary destiny. The second she made her decision, the sword began to transform in her hands. It shrank and twisted as though the metal were being re-forged in an invisible fire. She almost dropped the object—it no longer resembled a sword—but she couldn’t bear the thought of giving up her new, fairy-tale life.
In the smoothest of shifts, the sword in her hand became a ring. Where the bulk of it had gone, Bryony couldn’t say. It was small, delicate, and perfectly suited to her. The band was scaled, reminiscent of the serpents that once made up the hilt of the sword. But instead of the emerald eyes of a snake, the defining feature of the new object was the skull of a hummingbird. It was tiny and had a long, silver beak. Bryony hesitated only a moment before slipping it onto the middle finger of her left hand. She wore the beak pointed toward the tip of her finger and found that it barely extended past her knuckle. It was perfect, as though it had been made for her.
“Very attractive,” a voice commented.
Bryony jumped. Someone was watching. She gulped and looked around, but no one was there.
“It suits you, I mean,” said whoever it was. It was a masculine voice but soft and airy. “They always reshape themselves to suit those who keep them—the swords. And you’ve given this one an attractive form.”
No, there was no denying it now. The speaker was definitely the only other living thing in the graveyard. The crow.
Bryony’s first thought was that she had somehow gone afoul of a lesser angel, and it had chosen this pretense as a kind of lesson or test. She glanced down at the ring and back up again, fighting a powerful urge to scream and run. Never show an angel you’re afraid, she reminded herself. Angels hated fear almost as much as they hated indifference. “Is it yours?”
The crow cocked its head and lifted its wings in an awkward kind of shrug. “I had thought to use it in a nest if it became small enough when I took it, but I couldn’t seem to get it out of the ground. It glitters nicely, don’t you think?”
Bryony agreed. “Do you still want it?” she asked, secretly hoping the answer was no but resolving to return the ring if the crow requested it. If this was a test, Bryony was not going to fail.
But the crow shook its head and blinked its beady, black eyes. “I’d rather see what else it can do.”
“Aside from changing shape, you mean?”
“I mean aside from giving me the power of speech. They all change shape.”
Bryony held her hand out in front of her and spread her fingers wide, examining the ring. So this trinket had somehow given a crow the power of human speech. The bird was not an angel after all. “Who did it belong to?” she wondered aloud.
The crow answered, “Whichever angel could commune with beasts, I assume. But he has either abandoned his sword intentionally or been killed. Now it belongs to you.”
“Angels can’t be killed.” Bryony let her hand fall back to her side. “Everyone knows that.”
The crow chuckled at her and hopped closer, speaking in a low, conspiratorial tone. “They can indeed. You just need the right weapon.”
So Bryony kept the sword that was now a ring. And she kept her crow companion too, whom she named Shakespeare, and whom she allowed to accompany her almost everywhere. But he never came into the healing tent, and Bryony still wasn’t sure why.






  
  Chapter two

As usual, Shakespeare waited outside the tent. When Bryony left, he followed, hopping from branch to branch until they reached her childhood home. Then he slipped into an open, upstairs window like it was the most common thing for a crow to do. By the time Bryony unlocked her front door, he was already standing on the newel post at the base of the main staircase. 
He cocked his head and spoke. “Dinner?”
“Good to see your one-track mind hasn’t derailed.” She grinned. It was nice to come home to someone, and Shakespeare had become a kind of family to her. Family, she figured, was whomever you saw every day or the people with whom you cohabited. It was the only way she cared to define the word because defined any other way meant she had no family, and she couldn’t bear the thought of that.
Shakespeare flew to her shoulder and let her carry him upstairs. “I’ve a craving for raw liver.”
“We’re fresh out, I’m afraid.” Bryony ascended the staircase, trailing her hand along the banister. She knew every creak before it sounded. That was what made a place home—knowing all its creaks and drafts and moldy corners, knowing where each secret passage and attic spider and old photo album kept itself. Maybe that’s what made someone family too. Maybe Shakespeare had become her family, not just because they cohabited, but because Bryony knew, for example, exactly what he would say next.
“Then we’re going out, aren’t we?” He flew from her shoulder to her mother’s vanity as soon as she entered the master bedroom. “I’ll accept my liver fried, but I won’t accept none at all. I won’t.”
The vanity mirror’s yellowing corners and dark gray flecks only accentuated the years that had passed since Bryony’s mother was last reflected within its frame. It was an antique piece of furniture, small and delicate, with carved flowers on the drawers and silver butterfly handles. Bryony sat before the mirror and lifted her veil. Her face was still flushed from the healing tent, still glistening with sweat. She dipped a washcloth into a full basin and began to dab at her cheeks and throat.
“I’ve been thinking,” she began, “about how I got here, what choices I made, and whether this is really the best I could have done.”
Shakespeare ignored her. “Let’s go to Martha’s Café. She’s never stingy. I bet she gives us a small portion of liver for free. After that boy you saved? Surely, she’ll spare a few bites for your poor, hungry crow.”
Bryony carefully unpinned the veil from her head and unwound her long, dark hair. “I’ve been thinking about the day I met you and found the sword. And about the day I learned what it could do.”
That day had been unusually warm, and Shakespeare had suggested she cut through the forest on her way home to take advantage of the shade. She recalled the way the sun had shimmered on the aspen leaves, as though the forest were a dancer with hundreds of legs, twisting around in torn, white stockings and a gold-sequined gown. And she recalled the rat she’d seen pulling itself along the forest floor with only its front paws, half paralyzed.
She had stood over it and watched it a while. Its struggle was familiar, like the nightmares she had in which terror overtook her but she could not run. The creature’s eyes were black and surprisingly expressive. Its ear had been torn once and healed—a little scar, the story behind which only the rat could know. Its milk-chocolate fur looked so velvety, she had to fight the urge to stroke it.
Shakespeare had landed on her shoulder and looked down with one eye at the poor creature. “An owl probably dropped it. Broke its spine. Never came back for it because, if it can’t run, what fun is hunting it? Owls are assholes that way.”
Bryony squatted for a closer look. “And crows aren’t?”
“We eat dead things mostly. I’ve never half-killed anything. That’s an owl thing, I’m telling you. Owls and house cats.” Shakespeare sighed, a sound that always endeared him to Bryony. It had a high pitch and reminded her how small he was despite his big personality. “It would be kindest to kill it now rather than allow it to starve to death or get toyed with further by some heartless kitten.”
The rat continued its struggle to escape, but it wasn’t making progress. “I don’t want to kill it,” Bryony said. “It wants to live.”
“That’s because it doesn’t understand its own predicament.”
“Doesn’t it? Maybe we should help it.”
Shakespeare hopped off her shoulder and stood next to the rat, which worked even harder to escape the new threat but got nowhere just as fast. “You’ll only frighten it more,” he said. “Look, just pick up that rock and bring it down on the head. Aim true and hit hard. It’s easy. The rat won’t even know what happened. I could eat it after so it doesn’t go to waste. Or . . .” The crow paused, lost in an idea he couldn’t seem to verbalize straight away.
“Shakespeare?”
“Or you could test the sword on it.” He hopped back to Bryony, suddenly excited. “Just to see what it does. It’s perfect. What’s the worst that could happen? If the rat dies, it would be the kindest thing. If it doesn’t . . .”
Bryony glared down at her eager companion. “And what if it’s a torture sword?”
“It’s not a torture sword.”
“It could be. You don’t know.”
“If it is, we use the rock quick as we can, and it’s all over.” He shrugged his wings. “It’s the same ending either way.”
“And what if it’s a live-forever, torture sword?”
Shakespeare opened his beak to speak but closed it again, unsure quite how to counter Bryony’s unusual flair for creative problem-building. “It’s not a live-forever, torture sword.”
“You don’t know that.” Bryony looked down at the rat. It had stopped pawing the ground, too exhausted to keep up its futile struggle. She carefully reached out and touched its lifeless tail. “Do you want to try something crazy?” she whispered to the poor creature. It seemed right to include it in the decision.
The rat turned its head toward her, its whiskers twitching. It reached out and just managed to touch the tip of her middle finger with its nose. Curious. Unafraid. Resigned. Bryony took it as a yes.
She scooped the little rodent from the pile of dead leaves. Its body was warmer than she expected and far softer. It trembled in her hand, its ribcage still expanding and collapsing automatically, willing the poor creature to go on until the very last. Shakespeare was right. It did seem unreasonably cruel to leave it.
“Prick it with your ring,” Shakespeare said, leaping to the top of her head. “That’s all it should take. Maybe it will be able to talk after. Then you can ask it whether it wants to live or die.” His wiry claws curled into her hair, but she didn’t mind. She was already used to the weight of him.
It all seemed so reasonable. Just one little scratch. She balled her left hand into a fist and turned the hummingbird skull toward the rat. She brought the beak down through its fur and punctured the skin of its back. It didn’t jump or scream. It couldn’t feel anything at all. It was truly paralyzed. After several seconds of waiting, nothing happened, and Bryony lowered the rat back onto its bed of dry leaves. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess it doesn’t do much of anything.”
She sat on her heels, quite unable to leave the creature, not ready to do what needed to be done. She glanced at the rock and frowned. Death would come one way or another. But did she have to be its harbinger? “I don’t think I can kill it.”
“Suit yourself.” Shakespeare shook his feathers and hopped down to her knee. “I suppose you could fashion it a tiny wheelchair.” He laughed.
She shrugged. “I mean why not?”
“Because you can’t save everything, that’s why. You can’t turn your house into a rehabilitation center for disabled rodents. Honestly, I’ll never understand why humans don’t seem to know their own limitations. I’ve never taken it upon myself to care for something that wasn’t my responsibility. If you can’t kill the rat, then leave it. Nature will do the deed for you, although not as quickly and far more painfully. Also, I won’t get to eat it, which I may never forgive.”

      [image: ]Deep in contemplation, Bryony sat before her mother’s mirror, wearing her mother’s dress, and combed her hair until it clung with static. “It’s funny,” she said. “In my imagination today, you were insisting I heal the boy. But the rat, I remember, you wanted me to kill.”
“Rats are delicious.” Shakespeare’s reflection seemed to move very little. “I’m not completely heartless, just hungry. If you kept me better fed, I might show mercy more often.”
“Didn’t you ever have to feed yourself, you spoiled bird?” She chuckled and tied her hair into a ponytail at the base of her neck.
“I did stop you from killing that creature in the end if you recall.” The crow was indignant. “You wouldn’t even have noticed had I said nothing. So maybe your subconscious version of me isn’t entirely off. Maybe I’m a kind, hopeful crow, who only wishes to feast on that which has already passed from this world . . .”
He went on, but Bryony wasn’t listening. He was right, of course. She’d lifted the rock over her head and closed her eyes. And then Shakespeare had told her to stop. Look. And she did. The rat’s tail had begun to twitch. Then a foot. Two feet. And there, in the speckled, golden light of the aspen grove, the rat stood, tested its joints with an almost imperceptible weight shift, and bolted. The sound of its flight scattering the leaves of the forest floor had been sheer music to the girl who’d saved it.
Shakespeare finished his rant. “I went to bed hungry that night. And that’s why I’m saying, today, let’s go to Martha’s. I just know she’ll give me some liver with a few noodles to accompany. Her service is always superb and so generous, don’t you think?” He hopped onto her shoulder and pecked gently at her earlobe. “Don’t you? Don’t you?”
Bryony sighed and replaced her veil. “How can I say no to you?” She reached out and ruffled the feathers on his head with her fingernails. “Let’s go.”

      [image: ]Shakespeare rode on Bryony’s head and sang an invented song as they walked down the country lane into town.
At dawn, the sun sips color from the sea,
And spits it back across the sky,
Like a babe refusing peas,
Mushed and floating where I fly . . .

“Very alliterative,” she said, laughing. “But not your best. You should practice more.”
“And you should get a car. Time is precious—your time doubly so.”
But the lane was beautiful this time of year, and Bryony never regretted her walks into town. Summer grasses grew tall on either side of the road and in one long strip down the middle where tires hadn’t quite managed to kill them. Rows of trees reached long, leaf-heavy branches in an arch overhead. The walk was quiet, secluded, and Bryony thought it a much-needed respite from her public life.
It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate her congregation. In fact, she loved them. They were a crowd, sure, but they respected her. They never grabbed at her or demanded healing. They merely asked and thanked, and thanked, and thanked. How could she not adore them? They were good people who only wanted to live their lives free from the ever-present fear of disease and infection. It cost Bryony nothing to give that to them. And in turn, they gave her something priceless. They gave her their undying affection. Their worship was more than love, and Bryony had begun to crave it as much as the air she breathed.
Maybe that was why she didn’t hesitate or worry when the RV pulled alongside her and slowed, rolling only as fast as she walked. The crunch of its tires was a slow, chewing sound, as though the beast of a vehicle enjoyed the lane as much as Bryony but in a different way.
As the RV moved alongside her, the door opened and a woman called to her. “You’re the one who can heal, aren’t you? It must be you.”
Bryony looked up and nodded.
“Oh, thank you! Thank you, god! I’ve been searching everywhere. They told me you sometimes went this way into town.” The woman had a marvelous Eastern European accent that indicated she’d not been in the country long. And she was not a congregant. Bryony knew her worshipers well, and none of them would approach her on the road like this. They always waited for the weekly tent meetings, or if they had need of an unscheduled healing, a meeting would be called. But for some reason, it seemed her congregants had sent this woman to find her.
“What do you need?” Bryony asked, trying to sound less generous than she felt. Keeping up appearances was important.
“I’m so sorry to bother you, Your . . . uh . . . Majesty?”
Bryony smiled. “Bryony is fine.”
The woman smiled back, and her RV stopped. The man who’d been driving poked his head out alongside his companion.
“I just don’t think she’ll last the night,” the woman said. “I don’t know what else to do. Please . . .”
Bryony stepped closer. Shakespeare hopped off her head and onto her shoulder. “Be careful,” he whispered.
“She’s in the back.” The woman stepped out of her RV to make room for Bryony. “In our bed.”
Shakespeare muttered, “You don’t know them, Bryony. They’re strangers.”
“In a strange land,” Bryony added, and she stepped into the RV.
The first sensation that struck her upon climbing into the vehicle was a blast of cold, stale air. The couple had been running the air conditioning, though the weather outside was mild. The RV looked clean but lived-in. Their travels had been going on some time.
The woman led Bryony and Shakespeare past a dated, orange sofa, a fake-wood paneled kitchen, through a narrow hall, and into a tight bedroom. “She took sick just yesterday,” she explained, wringing her hands. “But already she can hardly breathe.” She moved out of the way to reveal a figure sprawled on a flower-print quilt.
It was a dog, and a small one at that. Long, white fur moved like feathers in the draft from the air conditioning. The dog’s bulging eyes were fixed on the wall as it struggled to take in each gasp of air.
The woman stifled a sob. “It must have been something she ate. I don’t know.” She spoke quickly, tripping over her English in an attempt to outrun her panic. “She can’t stand. She doesn’t bark. Her nose is hot. I don’t know what to do. Please, they said you could talk to animals. At least tell me what’s wrong with her. I know she’s just a dog. I know, but . . .” Her voice broke, and she finally wept.
Her companion stood in the doorway and finished her thought for her. “She isn’t just a dog to us,” he said. “She’s our family. She’s all we have.”
That hit Bryony harder than she expected it to. She reached up and laid the tips of her fingers on Shakespeare’s toes. “I understand. I have a small family too.” She leaned over to examine the dog. Its people weren’t wrong. It was quite close to death, but Bryony couldn’t tell what had caused it. She tilted her head over the dog as though listening, and she let her black veil fall around the poor thing’s tired and overheated body. “Your dog says she was bitten by something.” It was a lie but a harmless one. The truth was Bryony couldn’t talk to animals. She was just better than most people at paying attention to their body language. And of course there was Shakespeare, although her congregants assumed he was merely a talented mimic, and she preferred it that way.
Gently, Bryony turned the little dog over in her hands as though searching for the bite. She kept its body under her veil and bent her knuckles toward its rising and falling stomach. Then she punctured its skin with the beak on her ring. “There!” she said as though the discovery had surprised even her. “There is the mark. It must have been a venomous insect or spider.” She lifted the little dog in her arms and let her veil slide off its body, showing the tiny puncture wound to the couple.
The woman moaned, the man gulped, and they both took a step back. “Can anything be done?” the man asked, his eyes glistening with the guilt of someone who has failed to protect a life in their care.
Bryony kept her expression stern. People believed a grim expression more than a smile in such situations, and it was important that these people believed her. “I am already drawing the venom from her body.”
Both travelers’ mouths dropped open at the same time. She could see the gratitude welling in them even before the dog showed improvement. She could see them hold back their immediate adoration. She had to stop herself from grinning.
“It was not your fault,” Bryony continued. “She wants you to know that. Even she did not see the creature that bit her.”
Slowly, the dog began to stir. Its breathing grew easier. The pink returned to its skin and gums, and it panted in the residual heat of its fever. Bryony set it on the foot of the bed, and it sat, glancing around the room, its tail tentatively wagging.
The woman burst into fresh tears, and the man fell to his knees. Bryony opened her arms to receive them. The man took one of her hands and kissed it in an act that was almost automatic. He seemed ashamed after he’d done it, like he wasn’t sure it was the right thing, but Bryony squeezed his hand and gave him her most benevolent smile.
“Oh, thank you, thank you!” The woman rubbed tears from her red, swollen eyelids. “Please, what can we give you?” She reached into a purse she’d been carrying like a satchel and pulled out a canvas wallet.
Bryony loved moments like this, when she could show them more grace than they expected, when she could prove there were good gods in the world. She reached out and squeezed the woman’s shoulder, pulling her in slightly, hinting at an intimacy the woman immediately accepted. She stepped into Bryony’s welcoming arms and wept tears of relief and joy.
Bryony drank it in like a fine cordial. “I need nothing from you, my traveling friend. Your little family is safe. Take good care of them.” She let the woman hold her a moment longer and then stepped back. The woman smiled brilliantly. Bryony recognized the expression on her face. It was more than love. It was worship, and Bryony needed it like an addict needs their drug of choice. She soaked it in, the adoration, the devotion. She let it wash over her and strengthen her, and suddenly, she did not feel hungry anymore.






  
  Chapter three

Bryony watched the RV disappear down the lane in a crippling, euphoric haze. She could see every ray of sunlight that pierced the foliage and lit the ground around her in irregular patterns. Tiny insects danced at the tips of every blade of grass like dust motes in an attic window. Her arms, legs, and scalp tingled as though she could feel the minute growth of every hair in her skin. 
“Now you’ve done it,” Shakespeare said, having resumed his place atop her head.
Speak, she told herself. Answer. Move your mouth, your tongue, and speak. “What?”
“You’ve created missionaries.”
His words registered too slowly. “Only a couple,” she said, but it didn’t matter. She knew he was right, though she couldn’t quite parse why. She and Shakespeare had decided early on to keep her congregation small, discreet, and now she had converted travelers. But what could be wrong with gaining a couple missionaries when it felt so unequivocally right? This feeling . . . This was why the gods of old demanded converts. There was nothing like the love of a new worshiper. Nothing.
Shakespeare spent the entire walk to his favorite restaurant lecturing Bryony, but she didn’t hear a word he said. She was dazed and grinning to herself. The air smelled sweet and musky, and she couldn’t get enough of it. Her feet still tingled with every step, though the sensation had begun to creep away from her hands. Her belly was still warm and sated as she sat down to eat.
When, at last, Bryony regained her ability to focus, she found herself in her usual private booth, and Martha had parted the curtains to take her order. It was always Martha herself who insisted on serving the god and her crow. And it was always the same corner booth she sat them in, as though she saved it for Bryony and no one else. The restaurant had dark, elegant décor, and the private booths with their heavy, velvet curtains pleased both Bryony and Shakespeare, who liked to chat while he ate but did not appreciate the attention it attracted.
“What can I get you today, Mistress?”
Bryony flushed. She did not like being called Mistress, but there seemed to be no way around it. Her congregants were not comfortable using her name, and she wanted them to be comfortable around her. Martha was a particular favorite. She was a tall, thin woman with bright red hair and eyes that crinkled in the corners when she smiled. She had the air of someone who tolerated no nonsense unless it amused her. Amusing nonsense, she would tolerate to the end of the world and back.
Shakespeare puffed himself up and shook his feathers impatiently. This was clearly not the first time they had been asked. “You know what?” he said, after another meaningful sigh. “I’ll have a bowl of liver, jerky, cooked barley, and four spiral noodles.”
Martha’s eyes grew wide when Shakespeare ordered, but she did not skip a beat. “Anything else?”
“She’ll have a club sandwich and a Riesling,” he said. Then he added, “Thank you so much,” as an afterthought. While Martha scribbled his order on her notepad, Shakespeare continued to rant. “I mean why bother keeping up appearances, right? I can talk, as you know, but not only that. I can also carry on intelligent conversation, which seems to be more than my companion is capable of at the moment.” He tilted his head toward Bryony. “We’re ruined anyway, so why hide it anymore? Why bother hiding anything? Hordes of lepers are probably already on their way.”
Martha nodded and tapped her notepad with her pen. “Would you care for any blueberries this time around then?”
Shakespeare paused, astounded by the restaurateur’s unflappability. “I . . . I’m feeling raspberries today, thank you.”
“Fantastic.” Martha scribbled an abbreviated note and smiled. “I’ll be right back with your Riesling, Mistress.”
As soon as Martha left, Bryony let out a giggle she’d already swallowed twice. If anyone could throw Shakespeare off his game, it was Martha, and there was nothing Bryony loved so well as seeing that bird thrown off his game.
The crow began to pace the length of the booth, eyeballing the place where the wine-dark curtains came together, their gold fringe giving them just a hint of gaudiness. The table was covered in old pennies and a clear lacquer that reflected the incandescent lights, giving the booth a warm, coppery glow. If any place other than the farmhouse could feel like home to Bryony, it was Martha’s Café.
“I am serious, you know,” Shakespeare whispered. “You really may have gotten us into trouble this time.”
Bryony leaned on her elbow and smiled. “It’s cute when you worry about me.”
“Look, I know you’re drunk on converts right now, and that wine I ordered for you isn’t going to help matters, but can you please try to care about your own survival? Just this once?” He stopped pacing and turned one eye to her, which was his way of giving a stern look. It only made her giggle. “This isn’t a joke,” he hissed. “How many gods do you suppose there are in the surrounding area?”
“Only one or two.” Bryony leaned back and tried to focus.
“And how many do you think have actual powers like yours?”
She squinted at him. “None?”
“Damn right, none.” He began to pace again. “So far, you’ve succeeded in keeping your congregation small. You live outside the city, and that’s helped. But now you’ve created missionaries, out-of-towners. Word of mouth travels fast in these times, Bryony. How quickly do you think they’ll flock to you, people who find out a real healing god lives in this little town? They throw themselves so easily at the feet of charlatans and hacks. How quickly do you think they’ll shift their devotion to you, the real thing?”
Something, some fraction of what the crow said, hit Bryony like a weight to the chest. She was no longer floating. Now she could barely keep from slumping in her seat. “How much time do you think I have before they come?”
“You mean before your congregation quadruples?”
She felt the weight in her face now, in the apples of her cheeks, drawing every part of her expression down. But somewhere in the back of her mind, she was already making plans to create new converts. She chided herself for it, but still she considered it. Just one more couldn’t hurt. Much.
Shakespeare went on ruthlessly. “They’ll come more quickly than you can conceive. And right behind them, the Black Armada.”
A gasp broke the illusion of private conversation. Martha stood in the parted curtain with a tray, upon which she’d balanced a generous glass of white wine and a small plate of four identical croutons. “No,” she muttered. The blood drained from her face, causing her freckles to stand out more than usual, and her hands began to shake. She quickly set the wine in front of Bryony and the croutons at Shakespeare’s feet.
“Sit down, Martha.” Shakespeare hopped to the back of the booth and made room for their host. “Take a breather.”
She did, but breathing seemed easier said than done. “This can’t be happening,” she said. “Not now. Not the armada. Mistress, I heard they were close.” She gripped the edge of the table with whitened knuckles. 
It was the sight of Martha, the stalwart owner of the best and oldest café in town, trembling like a frightened child in her own booth that finally broke Bryony’s already tenuous hold on her high.
The Black Armada. Bryony had heard stories of it when she was a child. If the famous fleet of black ships with black sails flying were ever to make port anywhere near your town, you could consider your local gods as good as gone. Some people claimed it was coincidence, but Bryony never believed that. Coincidences with such perfect regularity were rarely real coincidences. And it seemed Martha felt the same. She slumped next to Shakespeare, lost in her own despair. Bryony was certain she had never seen the woman actually sit for so long.
“You should run,” Martha said at last. “You should get out of here while you can. If the armada comes for you . . .”
Shakespeare pecked at one of the croutons. “And go where?”
“Anywhere.” Martha leaned in, her cheeks flushed with fear and the thrill of escape. “Take my van. Head further inland and find an angel. Tell them you’re a god. They’ll protect you. They like gods.”
It was true. The angels did favor the presence of gods in their brave, new society, especially along the coasts, though no one really knew why. Still Bryony’s stomach turned at the thought of working with angels. Their massacre was only the beginning of the damage they had done. The deaths in her own family had been entirely preventable, as she understood it. An all but eradicated disease had taken them along with so many others—a disease now running rampant in the angels’ ongoing war on science.
“I won’t turn to angels,” she muttered. “I’d rather die.”
Martha reached across the table and patted Bryony’s hand in an almost motherly way. “Please don’t say that, Mistress.”
Shakespeare dipped his crouton into Bryony’s water and then swallowed it whole. “The angels can’t help you anyway. If they could, don’t you think they would have stopped the armada by now? No, they’re afraid of the black sails, same as you and me. And I think I know why.”
Now that the bird had the attention of everyone at the table, he became fully engrossed in his croutons. One was not the right shape, apparently, so he held it down with a foot and began pecking off the corners. His diligence was so intense that Martha spoke next in a near whisper, as though afraid to break his concentration. “The croutons are meant as an apology for . . . for treating you like a pet all this time.”
Shakespeare lifted his head. “It’s no nevermind to me, Martha. I expect to be treated in accordance with my behavior.” He wagged his tail and cocked his head, the smile apparent in his voice. “I could never be angry with you.”
“Thank you,” Martha murmured. She was still unsure, still wringing her hands.
Bryony took a deep breath and massaged her brow. Shakespeare would keep them waiting until he tired of the game, and she didn’t have the patience for it just now. “Why are the angels afraid of the Black Armada, Shakespeare?”
“Oh!” The crow hopped back. “I thought it was obvious.” His feigned surprise was not remotely convincing. “There’s a godhunter aboard.”
That stopped the breath of everyone at the table. A godhunter. It was all Bryony could do to keep from bolting in a blind panic. Godhunters were legendary but fiction, she’d assumed. Gods were either born immortal, like many in the ancient pantheons, or had achieved immortality through worship. As long as a single worshiper remained, their god went on living. A godhunter would have to massacre every member of a god’s congregation, every last true believer, to kill one god.
“There’s no such thing as godhunters,” Bryony muttered, but she wasn’t so sure. Gods had gone missing—it was true—disappeared from their homes, their communities. And always, always the Black Armada was rumored to have come in the night.
“I believe there’s at least one,” Shakespeare said. He’d stopped fiddling with his croutons. He was dead serious. “Not only that, I believe this godhunter can destroy immortality without touching a single congregant. And if he’s doing it the way I think he is, he can kill angels just as easily.”
Bryony mouthed the word how.
Shakespeare cleared his throat. “Martha, would you mind bringing our mistress her dinner?”
Martha took the hint. She rose, bowed, and left them alone.
Shakespeare flew across the table and landed on Bryony’s shoulder. He spoke softly into her ear, and she had never heard him more somber in all the years she’d known him. “Remember I told you, when we met, that an angel can be killed. It takes a special weapon, one that invites death wherever it pierces, one that renders mortality impossible to resist.”
She knew where he was going with this, but she couldn’t bring herself to finish his thought for him as she normally would. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words aloud. She could barely even bring herself to think them.
He whispered, “The Angel of Death had a sword, too, you know.”
Death. Years ago, Bryony might have welcomed it, even if it had come in the shape of an angel. Her family gone, her future destroyed, her isolation insurmountable. But now she was a god. She had a congregation, responsibilities. People needed her, and she could not fathom what they would do without her. Becoming a god, accepting the kind of love that had no equal—the kind of love that could make a person immortal—had its downside, it seemed. 
“Wh . . . what . . .” she breathed. “What can I do?”
“It’s simple really.” Shakespeare came so close the whisker-like feathers at the corners of his beak brushed against her ear. “The godhunter will come for you as soon as your new missionaries get the word out. All you have to do is find him before that happens. Steal his sword and kill him first.”






  
  Chapter four

Even as a child, Bryony wore melancholy like a favorite, knitted shawl. She draped it around her neck, nuzzled in the warmth of unprovoked sadness, breathed in the perfume of her own tears. She wandered at night, marveling at the magic of the stars, talking to ghosts, and creating elaborate fantasies out of her own dreams. She felt too deeply for everyone who suffered, cried real tears for complete strangers. But she never knew anyone really. 
Bryony sat in Martha’s parked, rusty van—having driven through the night and into the next morning—and gripped the steering wheel far too tightly. As she gazed out the dirty windshield, across the beach to the fleet of shadowy ships on the horizon, she realized she had only ever loved melancholy because it distracted her from her loneliness. Leaving her congregation was perhaps the hardest thing she had ever done. For the first time in her life, she knew her place in the world. People loved her. And to be loved . . . To be loved was more than everything.
Martha would explain to the congregation, without too many details, why their god had abandoned them so suddenly. Surely they’d understand that the approach of the Black Armada and a possible godhunter made Bryony’s flight necessary. She would be back just as soon as she could. Martha would promise on Bryony’s behalf, and it was a promise Bryony had every intention of keeping. If she survived.
The wind picked up, and all the ships shifted in unison. Bryony shivered. “What if I get seasick?”
Shakespeare perched on the headrest of the passenger seat and absentmindedly pulled at the loose threads he found there. “You’ll bear it out. You’re tough.”
“I used to be.” Bryony sighed. Did the ships have to be quite so sinister? “I don’t like getting myself into situations where there’s no possible escape.”
“You can swim, can’t you?”
Bryony glared hard at the crow.
He cleared his throat. “Well, you’re already in one of those situations, wouldn’t you say? You can’t escape the godhunter for long. The bigger your religion gets, the easier you are to find. You can tell your congregation to be hush-hush all you want. Someone will spill the beans. And that’s not even taking into account your new propensity for making missionaries. Think of the Black Armada as your means of escape.”
“More like a mouse knowingly waltzing into the lion’s mouth.”
“Nah, it’s subterfuge.” He pulled a particularly long thread from the seatback and tossed it over his shoulder. “You’ll do great. I know you will. Just make yourself useful to them. Be someone they’ll want to have on their side. You’re clever. You’ll figure it out.” He puffed up, round and proud. “I believe in you.”
Bryony blushed. She never did feel worthy of Shakespeare’s compliments. His opinion of her was extraordinary. She’d never live up to it. As much as she feared the godhunter, she also feared letting Shakespeare down.
The bird’s black eyes glittered in the afternoon light. “I know you can do this,” he said. His voice was soft and sure, indistinguishable from a man’s. He was a strange kind of parent to Bryony, someone she desperately wanted to please despite his diminutive size. She nodded, and he hopped closer to her. “The Black Armada rarely leaves this late. We were lucky to catch them. We don’t know where they’re headed next, so you’ve got to channel your inner performer. Put on a show. Go on, make ’em love you. You’re good at that.”
Bryony opened the van’s door and held it for Shakespeare. She slung an enormous duffle bag over one shoulder and offered the other to the crow. He would be with her, and that was a comfort. But he’d be mute most of the time, relegated to a pet.
As she drew closer to the crew on the beach, she began to play a kind of game—guess who’s the godhunter. There was a broad-shouldered man with a buzz cut and a blond beard. Perhaps it was him. Beside him was a smaller, younger man, who had delicate features and an oversized coat. Perhaps it was him. They were both heaving boxes into boats, preparing to take whatever they’d obtained with them to their ships.
And then Bryony noticed the rest of the crew. To her amazement, most of them were women. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that the godhunter might be a woman, but why not? The tallest was an older, white woman with her hair in a knotted, gray bun; and the shortest was a muscular, Asian woman whose ponytail was flush with curls. Among them were all manner of race and style and culture. The only thing they seemed to have in common was an almost robotic, rhythmic efficiency as they loaded box after box into their boats.
Bryony came as close as she dared and stood watching them. Either they didn’t notice she was there or they didn’t really care. Not one of them addressed her, threatened her, or even glanced at her. She stood frozen with anxiety as they passed and packed and readied their boats.
Then Shakespeare cawed, and all their eyes simultaneously turned to her.
The only two men in the group marched toward her, and she got a better look at them. The leaner one had tattoos climbing his neck from beneath his collar, licking his chin like fire. The bigger one wore boots that sank in the sand and then kicked it up again where it caught in the hem of his cotton, pressed pants. Bryony took two involuntary steps backward.
“What do you mean by approaching us like this?” the big one shouted at her. “What do you want? Do you know who we are? Do you know the danger you’ve put yourself in? Who are you? Where do you come from?”
Bryony had opened her mouth to answer several times but snapped it shut again as the intimidating questions continued. She cowered inside but reminded herself to square her shoulders, stand tall, and make eye contact. Never show them you’re afraid, she told herself. Perform for them. Make them love you.
“Please.” She spoke in a small voice. “I’m only . . . I’m only looking for work.” She felt obscenely out of her depth in the clothes she was forced to wear. Gone were her favorite black costume dresses. Gone was her veil, her beads, and her laced ankle boots. Instead, she wore blue jeans, a black blouse with gathered sleeves that covered her hands to the knuckle, and sensible, canvas shoes. She resisted the urge to bow her head and hide her face with her hair.
“Work?” the big man repeated, laughing. “What kind of work do you think you could get with the Black Armada?”
“I . . . I . . .” She gulped. Shakespeare dug his claws into her shoulder and she straightened up. “I’m good with medicine. I have tinctures.” She opened her duffle bag and withdrew a small briefcase she had stuffed inside. Then she opened the briefcase to reveal rows and rows of tiny bottles, carefully packed and labeled. “I’m a heal—” She coughed and corrected herself when Shakespeare dug his claws in deeper. “I have medical training.”
“And where did you get that kind of training?” The big man narrowed his eyes.
“You know I can’t reveal my sources.” She took a chance they would appreciate that, being anti-angel and anti-god. Solidarity. She smiled a half-hearted, awkward smile. The big man glared at her.
The smaller, tattooed man chewed his cheek. “Andy, do ya think we should consider—”
The big man whirled on his companion. “Consider what?”
“The commodore.”
“You think this . . . this quack can help the commodore?”
The tattooed man shrugged. “Not convinced she’s a quack. And I think anything’s better than nothing at this point.”
“And if she can’t help?”
With another shrug of his shoulders, the tattooed man spoke and sent a shiver down Bryony’s spine. “Then we kill her.”
Bryony looked up to see the short, muscular woman marching toward them, her hands on her hips and her feet plowing through the sand with purpose. “What’s the meaning of all this, fellas? Why aren’t you sending this little spy back to her angels?”
At that, Bryony found her tongue. “Angels! I would never—not in my life, not in a million years! The angels killed my family!” She felt heat creep past her collar. She was indignant, and she realized, as she fumed, her anger was exactly what her interrogators wanted to see. She closed her eyes and forced herself to remember her family—warm meals, cocoa by the fire, how good it felt to sink into
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