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This one’s for my sweetheart, Zeba,

for teaching me more about love and therefore, God
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0.

Galilee Kincaid was born with an ache inside her.

She’d felt it for as long as she could remember, continuous and insistent, a thousand small stings that never let up. Sometimes it swelled into a wanting with no direction, just an explosion of volume and intensity—­sharp wings that tore her apart over and over again. She learned to breathe through it, to accept the stings even as the ache cost her sleepless nights staring at her ceiling while cicadas shrieked outside her window.

Galilee had grown up in the deep country, many miles outside the nearby city of Salvation. The water whispered that far out in the land; it sang and bubbled and held all kinds of secrets in large, scaled bodies and powerful jaws. It carried whispers over moss-­covered rocks, spilling in small waterfalls as black birds flew in circles against a lurid sky. In the forest, dark, gangling figures snapped through the underbrush, and the white-­tailed deer screamed as they fled on their delicate, panicked limbs. The Kincaid women had lived on that land since before they took the name, and it had been many decades since they built the monstrously large house in which Galilee was raised, surrounded by aged oak trees and weeping willows. A winding road led to the sprawling porch, and every tree lining that road was adorned with a storm of blue bottles, the glass spinning in the sunlight.

The Kincaids were led by their matriarch, Darling Kincaid, and the house was filled with generations of women—­Darling’s nieces and her daughters, all their daughters in turn. When the girls came of age, they often stayed in the big house, but sometimes they left for towns and cities nearby: St. Paradise, Lucille, Cypress. No matter where they ended up, Kincaid women kept no men and bore no sons. Those who remained on the land were a little wilder than the others—­fishing in the endless creeks, hunting for meat and for things that did not belong on this side of the veil, blood on their hands and ease in their throats. Every single one of them watched Galilee closely, because they knew she was something, though no one could say exactly what. The child smelled of bones under dead leaves, and sometimes, when she played in the gardens, the bees covered her arms and chest in a thick blanket while her white teeth laughed through the swarm, certain that none of her tiny buzzing companions would ever sting her. The Kincaids were careful not to speak to Galilee about her strangeness, only to each other when the child was safely out of the way, when she couldn’t hear anything that might make her feel different or like she didn’t belong. No matter how strange she was, the Kincaids knew she belonged, because they had decided the moment the newborn Galilee had been placed in her mother Collette’s arms.

In their bright kitchen, Collette Kincaid worked a round of piecrust dough under her rolling pin and felt it exhale beneath her hands. Her cousins and sisters and nieces were talking about her daughter again, the little strange girl with inky eyes and copper hair, with freckles and dark honeycomb skin. Collette was tired of hearing it.

“Let her be a child,” she snapped. “Don’t ask her for more.”

“Just a laying of hands,” one of the cousins argued. “Shirley swears her knee hasn’t been hurting since Gali helped her rub it down with ointment last week. It won’t take her but a minute to help Peony.”

“Celestial made that ointment,” Shirley countered. Collette shot a grateful look at her sister for trying to deflect.

“Exactly,” another cousin chimed in. “It’s got nothing to do with Gali.”

“Can’t hurt to try!”



“Jesmyn, why don’t you tell Peony to use the damn garden stool we got her and maybe her back won’t hurt so much!”

“You cold as a snake, Eunice. My wife is hurting—­”

“Enough.” The entire kitchen fell into a respectful hush as Darling Kincaid looked up from her tumbler of whiskey. “That girl is anointed.” Her voice was both a rasp and a blade, and her descendants cringed. Darling Kincaid was the last of her generation after her sisters had passed. Her hair was long and coarse and silver, braided into small plaits that hung around her shoulders. “That girl is also too damn young for y’all to be hanging your hearts on her like this. Whatever God gave her? It ain’t no tool to be picked up like a damn wrench.”

When Galilee was born, something had bruised Darling’s spirit terribly. She never spoke of it, but her daughters felt the difference—­a millstone of grief swinging from their mother’s neck, a wild sorrow that hung in the back of her gaze and cut her smiles short. Still, Darling was Galilee’s fiercest protector, no matter what the child had cost her.

Jesmyn lowered her gaze, a little shamed in the wake of her pleading for Galilee to lay hands on her wife. “Not a tool, Nana Darling. A gift.”

Darling’s voice took on even more of an edge. “A gift she will use in her own time, when she feels good and ready.”

There was silence again, then a cousin who was boiling berries on the stove spoke up. “Now we on the subject . . .” Everyone swiveled their heads to look at her, and a flush crept up the cousin’s neck. “I know no one likes to say this about Gali, but we’ve all noticed, I know we have. She smells different—­”

A muted but collective gasp went around, and Collette stepped back, flour falling off her hands. It was dangerous to say things like that out loud, even as well warded as the Kincaid house was.

“Hush, child,” Eunice warned in a hoarse whisper. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Collette glanced as the sky began to darken outside. Goddammit, she thought. It was as if the world was always waiting for some things to be said about Galilee, constantly eavesdropping. The sunlight that had been filtering into the kitchen was fading, but the cousin hardened her jaw and put down her red-­stained wooden spoon.

“I know the smell of wrong worlds and misplaced creatures,” she hissed, then gestured widely toward the fields and swampy forest that surrounded their home. “We don’t live out here for nothing!”

Her words brought in more darkness as a thunderous cloud rolled over the house. Collette lunged across the kitchen to clap a hand over her cousin’s mouth.

“Be quiet, Sage!” she hissed. “You know better!”

Sage’s eyes filled with hurt, and she pushed down Collette’s hand. “I just wanna know when you’re gonna tell us what she is.”

“She’s my daughter,” Collette snarled.

“You know what I mean.”

Collette flinched, but Sage grabbed her wrist tightly.

“Why are we hiding her?”

“Quiet!” Darling’s voice cracked cowhide slick through the room as she stood up, her dark eyes brutal. “When anyone asks what that child is, what do we answer?” She raked her gaze across her family, and they lowered their eyes.

“Ours,” they replied together. “She is ours.” 

It was a spoken ritual, this claiming, and every Kincaid woman knew what it meant. Sage had remained silent, but even she cowered as Galilee’s grandmother walked up to her. Collette slipped out of the way.

“Blood and dirt,” Darling said, reproach heavy in her mouth. “The Kincaids have made bargains in the belly of the creeks before our bloodline even had this name.”

The air looked like dusk now, even though it had been midafternoon just minutes ago. Collette stared out the window, worried. “It’s getting darker,” she said.

Darling didn’t look at her, still fixed on the cousin trembling next to the stove. “The deal is struck and Gali is ours,” she said, and iron clanged in her words. “The girl’s a Kincaid. You a Kincaid. Never question if she belongs here again. We ain’t nothing if we not loyal.”

Sage sniffled, her shoulders folding in on themselves. “I’m afraid, Nana Darling,” she whispered. “She holding too much light. Should be burning, but it’s so cold.” Her voice dropped even lower, soft with terror, her eyes glazing over. “What happens when she gets too bright? When she’s discovered?”

Collette glanced away from the window, frowning at Sage. “Is she having a vision?” she asked the rest of the women.

Sage was a seer, but her gift was never as clear as the family would have liked. The other women put down their work and gathered around.

“Fragments,” Shirley decided, after leaning in. “Glimpses of the future, but they’re all colored by fear.”

Darling turned away. “Fear is useless.”

She went to stand by Collette at the window, her silver plaits brushing against her shoulders. In the darkening outdoors, a young Galilee was staring up at the sky. She was eleven then, her hair in twists, barefoot and wearing a hand-­me-­down pinafore from her favorite cousin, Celestial, who was napping in the grass. A paperback was sprawled out next to Galilee, its pages dog-­eared and well loved, and a handful of bees circled lazily above her like a halo. Her cousins Zélie and Leah were playing tag around her, shrieking with all the delight of youth. As the women watched, Galilee waved an impatient hand at the roiling clouds.

“Go away,” she scolded, her voice as sweet and high as a bell. “I was still reading.”

The sky paused, then the clouds rolled back and splintered into nothing, exposing the blue sky. Sunshine broke over the Kincaid house, and just like that, the world was reset.

Collette exhaled sharply, her fingers biting into the windowsill. “She’s never going to be safe, Nana Darling.”



Darling placed a wrinkled hand on her shoulder. “We’ll make her safe. You just remember to call her in for dinner.”

Outside, Galilee curled back up with her book. She could hear the land humming under her body and feel the pull of roots winding deep in the dark earth, but the ache in her chest was loud. All the stings seemed to echo under her ribs, like part of her was as hollow as a dead tree, waiting to be resurrected. Galilee didn’t talk much about it to her family. They would want to fix her, and they wouldn’t rest until they figured it out. It would be exhausting. She would wait instead, and if it didn’t go away when she was older, maybe she would say something then.

And so the years passed. No one spoke to Galilee about deals cut on creek beds or the many small and uncanny things she could do. All the Kincaids were favored, one way or another, but no one talked to her about how some anointings are different from others, or how some little girls come not just from their mother’s bodies but from bloody bargains sealed in dirt and fleeing water. So Galilee continued carrying her stinging ache, and no one told her anything.

Given what she turned out to be, perhaps they should have tried.

I could have intervened at any point.

The girl was bright and sharp, but she was missing something, just enough for that missing to grow into something hungry—­a chasm clamoring to be fed. I watched her from the dappled shadows of the drifting willows, this child who was strange enough to feel othered within her own family, even as peculiar as they all were. I watched her play with her cousins: the near-­feral Celestial, sweet Zélie, and quiet Leah. I heard her soft snuffling breaths as she slept sprawled among them as the night breeze billowed out the curtains in their room. I smelled the salt of her tears each time Sage hurt her feelings. The halfway seer never got over her suspicion of the girl, and it spilled out in pieces—­she gave Galilee the dirtiest chores, whispered gossip to the other aunts about her, just enough for some of them to start treating Galilee a little different too. It added up to a hundred small slights that cut deep into the child’s heart. It was cruel, most likely, but it was necessary.

This is what you do with power. You cannot let it fade away or adapt to something lesser than itself just for the sake of mere comfort. It would be a terrible waste, and I had no intention of squandering Galilee Kincaid.

I had such plans for her.







1.

Galilee

The creeks in the forests around the Kincaid house did not extend into the nearby city of Salvation, so when Gali Kincaid turned twenty-­five and left her family home for a downtown apartment, she also left the water and those old groaning trees behind. It hurt to leave, like she had torn off part of her body and left it seeping on the floor of her childhood bedroom. The wind wept when Collette drove Gali down the blue bottle road, and Gali had wept too, as the Kincaid house grew smaller and smaller in the distance. Nana Darling stood on the porch with Zélie and Leah, with Eunice and Shirley and Peony, until they all vanished around a curve. Celestial had refused to watch Gali leave, and Jesmyn had gone after her into the woods. Collette remained stony-­eyed in the driver’s seat, her jaw edged with tension and her knuckles tight on the steering wheel of her blue pickup as she took her daughter away, a hive of bees buzzing in the bed of the truck.

Oh, Galilee Kincaid knew she was breaking her family’s hearts, but she left them and the land anyway. Everything had a cost.

“Be sure you want it,” Nana Darling had said, and Gali thought of her nightmares, her visions, the way some of the Kincaids looked at her when they figured she might not notice.



“I’m sure,” she’d answered.

It had now been a few months living in Salvation, and Gali had already asked herself several times if the cost was worth it. Kincaid land was uncomplicated in that it had been cared for by Kincaids for so long—­Gali hadn’t anticipated what it would mean to live on land that didn’t recognize her. The earth didn’t hum to her the same way, and it didn’t cradle her at night. She went to the roof of her building to sit with her bees almost every afternoon so she could still have a tether to home, but Gali remained painfully aware that she was foreign here, that Salvation was threaded through with forces she didn’t know and didn’t want to be noticed by. Some nights, she woke up in a sweat with foreboding heavy on her neck, as if danger was pressing close, panting with all its teeth just inches behind her. Her sheets would be too warm, sometimes singed at the edges, and her hands dripped with light until she brushed her palms together to kill the glow. She didn’t tell her family because they’d worry that the foreboding was a true premonition. Besides, the light emanating from her hands was too unknown, too unreal, to share with anyone else. It meant there was something very wrong with her, and Gali’s mind shied away from that, dismissing it as a hallucination, as anxiety.

She wanted to be normal, so she bought new sheets and ignored the scorch marks on her mattress, ignored the way her bees would cluster over her bathroom mirror the mornings after, their buzzing bodies obscuring the glass. The creeks of her childhood stayed far away. Gali knew they were still there, cutting through fields and winding through dappled groves, holding memories as old as bone and as terrifying as the dark. Their foaming currents still showed up in her dreams, rippling around her calves, cold and biting, but Gali made sure she forgot any secrets they held by the time she woke up.

Her new place was a penthouse loft in a converted warehouse next to a small park. It had large windows and original hardwood floors, soaring ceilings and pipes that creaked a bit when she ran the hot water, and Gali loved it. She loved that it was all hers, no cousins barging into her room and rifling through her closets; yet in the soft afternoons, she sometimes found herself wishing that Celestial at least was there, that they were watching a movie together and taking turns oiling each other’s scalps. But Celestial didn’t like the city—­hell, Nana Darling couldn’t even get her to wear shoes at home—­so if Gali wanted to see her cousin-­sister, she would have to leave Salvation and return to the creeks, the watching trees, and the house full of extremely inquisitive and blessedly vulgar aunties and cousins. The Kincaid women were coarse and sexual, sharp and sweet—­women who had taught Gali how important pleasure was, how to walk with power coiling deep in her hips. It was also Kincaid money that funded Gali’s life, so the aunts and cousins believed that gave them every right to pry into her business. Zélie would’ve asked who she was fucking these days, and Leah would be demanding details that made even Gali blush. They all wanted to come see her apartment, come meet her friends, come make sure their little Gali was doing okay living by herself, all on her own, so far away from the land she belonged to. Gali had begged them for time to settle in, and Nana Darling had made them give it to her, but it was only a matter of time before the Kincaids descended on the city to see her.

In truth, Gali had settled in faster than she let on to her family. She’d even made friends, real friends, from a local yoga class: Bonbon, a writer who published horror novels under a pseudonym, and Oriakụ, the socialite daughter of a very wealthy Nigerian family, who was forever unable to explain exactly where her father’s money came from. Their money made the Kincaid money look like loose change, and after a while, Gali stopped her questions because the answers seemed like they were going to be more trouble than the questions were worth. Bonbon, however, had kept asking, poking and prying until Oriakụ had sighed one day and fixed her with a serious stare.

“Remember who my father is,” she’d warned. “If I told you, someone might have to take care of you.”



Oriakụ was halfway joking, but there was something about her voice that time that made Bonbon go pale under her deep brown skin. Oriakụ had smiled a little sadly and patted Bonbon’s hand.

“I know,” she’d said kindly. “Now imagine what it’s like for me.”

It was one of the first shadows. Before that conversation, Gali had always thought Oriakụ lived a charmed life, untouched by the dark. Oriakụ was supermodel tall, with devastating bone structure and skin as dark as a scraped vanilla pod. She was the baby of the family, with five older brothers, and when she’d told her parents she was trans in her early teens, they’d both been ecstatic at having a daughter, proceeding to spoil her rotten. Her brothers adored her. She was neither the heir nor the spare, so her father didn’t care if she got involved in the family business. Her mother had wept for days with joy at having another woman in their family, and Oriakụ’s social media was often filled with pictures of their mother-­daughter holidays and shopping sprees.

Oriakụ had told them enough about her father for Gali to understand that he moved in a world very far away from and much more violent than the bubble they all lived in with their picturesque little lives in Salvation. Gali felt she could understand a little of it, being a Kincaid herself, but the stakes were different. As much as she wanted to believe that Oriakụ was exaggerating about the danger of telling them who her father really was, Gali had looked into Oriakụ’s eyes as she warned off Bonbon. There had been old pain and real fear there, and Gali couldn’t help but wonder if Oriakụ had lost a friend before because she talked too much. Her father was certainly rich and powerful enough to make people disappear. He might love his daughter, but the loyalty was a gag shoved between Oriakụ’s teeth. It wasn’t quite the same for Gali—­she would keep her family’s secrets, of course, but even if she shouted them in the middle of the street, people simply wouldn’t believe any of it. The Kincaids had their own world, a world of sideways realities where they hunted down dangers in the thick of the trees.

Bonbon had grown up quite on the other end of the spectrum, with incredibly wholesome parents who owned and ran a flower shop in a small town on the West Coast. She looked like an athlete, with broad shoulders and defined arms, but she claimed she’d never trained for anything a day in her life. Bonbon wore her hair in intricate floral cornrows, loved bright makeup, and called her parents every week. They sent her care packages twice a month, parcels filled with baked treats and pressed blossoms, and Bonbon cried every time she opened one. In contrast, the horror novels she wrote for a living were dark and terrifying stories, but they’d accumulated a bit of a cult readership. Oriakụ had been appalled when she discovered Bonbon used a pseudonym instead of claiming the glory herself, but Bonbon had just rolled her eyes (“Would you buy horror novels from someone named Bonbon?”) and said she didn’t need to celebrate herself like that.

It was entirely the wrong thing to say to someone like Oriakụ.

Gali had watched in delight over the next few weeks as Oriakụ came up with a thorough plan to retroactively celebrate every single milestone in Bonbon’s career. They had spa days. They went to the beach and then to a carnival that was passing through Salvation. They did a cake tasting and a wine crawl. When Bonbon tried to protest, the other two shut her down immediately.

“I’m having way too much fun with this” was Gali’s reason.

“You know your parents would do the most if they were here right now,” Oriakụ had pointed out, which Bonbon could never argue with. “Besides, you’re the only one out of us who actually works for a living,” Oriakụ added. “We might as well celebrate that!”

It had stung, even if it was the truth. Gali sometimes felt guilty about how smooth being a Kincaid had made her life, but she pushed the feeling aside. Like Nana Darling had said, it was okay to take some time to figure things out, and Gali had a lot to figure out, like how to live away from the Kincaid house, what to do with the ache stinging away inside her, and why the foreboding kept following her. She ignored the light and the heat that churned out of her. This was a gap year, she figured. Plenty of people did that.

Oriakụ, on the other hand, didn’t share Gali’s guilt or awkwardness around being born into obscene wealth, and she was committed to her plan of drowning Bonbon with indulgence. When they got the news that Bonbon’s latest book was an indie bestseller, Gali had expected a fancy dinner (because that’s what Oriakụ had said they’d be doing), but then Oriakụ had them helicoptered up to a private rooftop with an even more private chef, and that’s when Gali learned they had very different definitions of the word “fancy.” Bonbon had cursed up a blue streak, and Gali had laughed until her sides hurt the next day, but the night had been something special the three of them could hold together, and Oriakụ had been so pleased.

Nothing was ever boring with those two. It was a far cry from having only her cousins to hang out with back at the family home—­the Kincaids could take loyalty a little too far, shutting out anyone who wasn’t part of their sprawling clan and not really understanding why anyone would want to leave. In that, Gali’s cousin Celestial was the perfect Kincaid, and Gali most decidedly was not. Her mother had tried for months to stop her from leaving, but in the end, Nana Darling had simply overruled her.

“The girl’s life belongs to her, Collette. She can spend it wherever she sees fit.”

“Thank you, Nana Darling,” Gali had said, and even though she meant to sound grateful, her voice still came out irritated. “I thought that was obvious.”

Collette had glared at her. “Other people ain’t like us, Galilee Kincaid,” she’d warned. “Don’t be too strange, now.”

“Be careful of your wanting,” Nana Darling had added thoughtfully. “It could eat up a world.”

Gali had nodded, but her mother’s words were the ones that stuck to her skin. She knew all too well what “strange” meant. Strange was asking the weather to do as she pleased, simply because she wanted it. Strange was coaxing half-­dead things back to life, taking away little aches and pains—­things her family knew about her and never blinked at, not when her cousins could see the future and sometimes the hidden past, when they knew words and roots to do many strange things themselves, when the Kincaid dead walked easily through their citrus orchards on the right night with the right work.

Nana Darling could tell you stories that’d grow legs and walk right around you, scenes playing out in the air like you’d been eaten up by a movie made of her memories. Even Celestial had secrets Gali wasn’t allowed to know, something about creek beds and dirt. But Gali also knew she was a hair past strange, tipping over into something else. It was there in that burst of blistering light spilling from her palms when she woke from a nightmare, or that terrible brief moment when the ache in her stung too deep and she’d had to scream and scream until a force she didn’t recognize burst out of her mouth and cracked the screen of her television. It was in the great weight of her wantings, buried deep and heavy inside her. She didn’t know what she wanted or how to run to it, so Gali ran in the other direction.

With Bonbon and Oriakụ, she felt blessedly normal. One weekend, they sat picnicking in the park by her building, and Gali whispered to the sky to hold off because it looked to rain. It was a small magic, something she’d been doing her whole life, and sure enough, the clouds rolled gently back so everything was blue again. A few bees hung in the air around them, and the sunlight was so pretty, piercing through their glasses as the three of them toasted to Bonbon’s newest book deal with sparkling wine Gali had picked up.

“We have to celebrate!” Oriakụ said, clapping her outrageously manicured hands together. Small pearls shone off her stiletto nails, and diamond bracelets encircled her wrists. She looked entirely too expensive to be sitting on a blanket spread on the grass.



“I thought this was us celebrating,” Bonbon countered dryly.

Gali gave her a look. “Like she’d let you get away with just a toast, Bon. You know good and damn well she can’t help herself.”

Bonbon glared even as Oriakụ beamed with delight. “Thank you! It is not a celebration unless we have bubbles—­”

“We are literally drinking champagne in broad daylight,” Bonbon interrupted.

Oriakụ turned limpid and disappointed eyes to her friend. “First of all, the fact that you would call this champagne wounds me deeply.” Gali snorted with laughter, and Oriakụ threw a wink at her. “Second of all, as I was saying, it doesn’t count unless we have bubbles, bad bitches, bachelors, and—­”

Bonbon raised a hand. “Alliterate one more time and I will throw myself into the street.”

“I think,” Gali cut in, fighting a smile, “Oriakụ’s tryna tell us about a party.”

Oriakụ looked outraged. “Of course there’s a party!”

Bonbon dug her fingers into her eyes. “Oriakụ. What did I say after the last one?”

“You said no more parties, but—­”

“I said absolutely not, over my actively decaying corpse, will you drag me to another one of your hellscapes masquerading as a party.”

“Oh, come on, it wasn’t that—­”

“It caught on fire!”

Oriakụ paused and tapped a pearled nail against her lower lip. “You know, I forgot about that. I should really check on Nikolai, he was so upset that his act went wrong.”

“He had second-­degree burns,” snapped Bonbon.

Gali was enjoying herself immensely. Warmth lay over her skin like a blanket. This was what it was like to be normal, to have friends and sit in the sun and just banter. “Well, shoot,” she drawled, trying and failing to keep the amusement out of her voice. “Fire-­eaters, am I right?”



Oriakụ waved a lazy hand. “He’s fine. His scars make him a little more interesting now.”

Bonbon narrowed her eyes. “Your parties are a menace and a hazard.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Oriakụ replied blithely. “Because this isn’t one of my parties.”

Gali leaned forward, intrigued. “Really? You said everyone else can’t throw parties worth a damn and that you’d rather drink boxed wine than attend.”

“I did say that. And to be clear, I’d rather die than drink boxed wine.”

“We got kicked out of that one party because you called the host a tasteless coon with all the charm of a dead possum.”

Oriakụ shrugged elegantly. “Yes, and I meant it.”

Bonbon leveled a deeply suspicious gaze at her. “So whose party are you planning to drag us to then, exactly?”

Oriakụ’s answering grin was sharp and up to not a single iota of good. “My father’s.”

Gali’s mouth fell open.

Oriakụ’s father was . . . well, he was almost certainly a criminal and possibly under investigation by international law enforcement, if you believed the gossip forums, but he was rich as sin and, more to the point, he was Nigerian. That combination automatically meant his parties would be spectacular.

“Absolutely not!” Bonbon glared at her friend. “No offense, but you basically told us he’s involved in, like, organized crime.”

Oriakụ rolled her eyes. “Don’t be gauche, darling.”

Gali grinned, deliberately stoking the fire. “She never said organized crime, Bon. In fact, she never said anything about what he’s involved in. She was very careful not to.”

“Yes!” Oriakụ pounced on that detail with glee. “See? What you don’t know can’t hurt you.”

Bonbon’s eyes slitted again. “I think you’ll find it absolutely can.”

Gali pouted and pitched her voice high. “But, Bonbon, what if it’s something really cool? Like an orgy. And then we miss it because you were being boring.” She drew out the last word in a whine, and Oriakụ gave her an impressed look.

“Not to dash your hopes—­which I approve of immensely, by the way—­but it’s actually a fundraising gala.”

Gali deflated, but Bonbon perked up. “See, now that sounds almost civilized. You should’ve led with that.”

“Fundraising for what? Your daddy doesn’t need the money,” Gali pointed out.

Oriakụ rolled her eyes. “None of them do, but that’s not the point. It’s for a pet project of his—­one of the museums that’s returning colonial acquisitions. Dad’s loaning them an artifact he just acquired that’s some ridiculous big deal. He even got a whole security team just for it.”

Gali was intrigued. Artifacts always fascinated her, especially if they were old enough to have existed while generations of humans lived and died, lived and died, over and over again. To outlive centuries of people seemed like a miracle everyone took as commonplace.

“What’s the artifact?” she asked.

“I have no idea yet.” Oriakụ flicked a ladybug off her sleeve and made a face. “But we could go check it out while we’re there if you want.”

“I do love a private showing,” Bonbon chimed in.

Oriakụ lit up the way she always did when someone accepted a gift she was giving. “Anything for you, my favorite author.”

“You don’t even read my books,” Bonbon replied, laughing.

“I don’t see how that’s relevant.” Oriakụ winked at her. “Besides, your books are scary.”

“Kinda the point, princess.”

Gali listened to them bicker and let the rest of her senses expand around her. The land underneath her was still strange and unfamiliar, but the park was a soft hum of life, and the clouds were waiting on the horizon, humid with rain. They would roll back in whenever Gali asked them to, and then their little world would be washed anew. For now, she stretched out on the blanket and smiled up at her friends, and they smiled back at her.

Predictably, Oriakụ insisted on dressing Gali and Bonbon for the party.

“Don’t even think about arguing with me,” she’d said. “The stylist will meet you both at Gali’s loft.”

Bonbon had indeed looked like she wanted to argue, but Gali nudged her. “Just let her do this,” she’d whispered. “You know how happy she gets.”

“Ugh, fine.” Bonbon allowed herself a smile. “We probably do need the help anyway. God knows how fancy this party will be.”

By the time the night of the party rolled around and they were standing in front of the large mirror in Gali’s loft staring at their reflections, it felt like they’d left “fancy” somewhere in the rearview mirror. Bonbon did a small pirouette, her eyes wide and shocked as the woman in the mirror spun with her, a gold dress clinging to her body like armor. Her legs were miles long, smooth and muscled, with feathered gold sandals wrapped around her ankles. Gali reached out and touched one of the long braids cascading down Bonbon’s back, decorated with pearls.

“You look amazing,” she said. Bonbon’s makeup was metallic and avant-­garde, dark eyes and sharp gold cheekbones, and her black hair was braided into whorls and loops close to her scalp.

“I feel like some kind of warrior in this,” Bonbon said, her mouth widening in a slow smile. Her lips were a deep burgundy, and a small diamond tooth gem shone on her upper left canine. She looked up at Gali, and her smile went even more radiant. “You look unreal, friend!”

Gali grinned and smoothed her hands over the shimmering dress she was wearing, a million glass teardrops that seized the light with a silk lining underneath. Musical chimes sounded as she moved, like an unearthly choir. If she didn’t know better, she’d have said whoever made this dress had whispered a spell into it. The copper coils of her hair were pinned up intricately at the nape of her neck, with sparkling accents winking through. Her eyebrows had been thickened, her lashes spiked and black with mascara, and her fingers were stacked with jeweled rings. She was too scared to ask if the gems were real because, knowing Oriakụ, they probably were, which meant she had a fortune on her hands.

Bonbon’s phone rang, and she scrambled to pick it up. “Hello?”

“Are you ready? The car is outside.” Oriakụ sounded brisk, no doubt in the middle of her father’s party planning.

Bonbon rolled her eyes. “I told you we could’ve driven ourselves over if you would just share the address.”

Oriakụ burst out laughing over speakerphone. “Share the address? That’s so cute.” Her voice leveled out, deadpan. “Get in the damn car.”

Grumbling, Bonbon grabbed her things, and the girls headed downstairs. A gleaming black limo was parked outside with a chauffeur holding the door open for them.

Gali glanced at Bonbon. “Here we go,” she said.

There was something about the night around them, something that raised the fine hairs along Gali’s arms, something whispering just around dark velvet corners, smelling like the forests and running feet, an open and panting mouth. She took pictures of their looks to send to her cousins, then she and Bonbon climbed into the limo. Flutes of champagne were waiting for them, along with a crystal bowl of oysters nestled in crushed ice. Bonbon raised an eyebrow and lifted a glass as the limo pulled away from the curb.

“Here we go, I guess,” she echoed. 

Gali grinned and downed her drink as they were whisked off into a spangled night.







2.

Galilee

Watching Oriakụ walk through the halls of her father’s mansion was like witnessing a princess in the heart of her kingdom. Gali was in awe. Oriakụ radiated wealth and power, reeking of a confidence Gali could barely imagine possessing. Oriakụ simply belonged there, with millions of dollars’ worth of art on the walls and priceless rugs under her feet. Her hair rippled gleaming and dark down her back as she walked Gali and Bonbon through the sprawling house, and she was wearing an archival Mugler dress, carved for her body, with her collarbones gleaming above the neckline, her hips switching as she strutted. They’d left the main gala behind for a private viewing of the artifact Oriakụ had been telling them about, and Gali was trying not to be overwhelmed. From the minute the limo dropped her and Bonbon off, the foreboding from Gali’s dreams had crawled back up her neck, and now the sheer scale of opulence around them was somehow making it worse. With every step they took deeper into the house, a headache seeped out from behind Gali’s eyes. Oriakụ was talking, and Gali fought to listen.

“Dad’s got the artifact locked up in the east wing, like there’s some heist waiting to happen.” Oriakụ paused, and her brow made a tiny furrow. “Actually, now that I think about it, I would totally try to steal it if I was a thief.”

Gali tore her eyes away from what looked like an original Basquiat in an elaborate gilt frame hanging on the wall. “Uh, what exactly is this artifact again?”

“Oh, I did find that out, actually! So apparently, it’s rumored to be from one of the Vatican’s secret collections—­”

“The Vatican has secret collections?” Bonbon looked surprised.

Oriakụ grimaced. “Absolutely,” she answered. “They stole tens of thousands of artifacts from Indigenous people during colonialism and—­surprise, surprise—­they never returned them.”

“That’s fucked up,” Gali said. “I know museums be doing that, but man, the Vatican?” She shook her head. “Hits different when it’s an institution pretending to have some kinda religious moral authority, you know?”

“Exactly,” Oriakụ agreed. “Dad goes on and on about this all the time. Anyway, this one’s a ritual mask that’s a few thousand years old. It’s, like, cast in bronze and inlaid with ivory and gold and a bunch of shit. Very extra.”

“Ancient drip. I like it.” Bonbon smoothed down her dress. “How much is it worth?”

Oriakụ shrugged. “Like nine?”

“Million?”

“No, figures.” Oriakụ turned a corner, not noticing that both her friends had stopped dead in their tracks.

Gali mouthed a silent What the fuck? as her brain did the math, and Bonbon stared at her with wide eyes. “Is she serious?”

“I think so.” Gali grabbed her hand, and they hurried around the corner to catch up. “Oriakụ . . . should you be showing us this?”

Oriakụ snorted. “Absolutely the fuck not. Dad would kill me if he knew.”



“See,” Bonbon muttered, “it’s a problem when I can’t tell if she’s exaggerating.”

They arrived at an ornate set of carved wooden doors with four men stationed in front of them and cameras mounted above the lintel. Each of the men was heavily and blatantly armed, wearing black tactical gear. They watched the girls approach with cold, flat eyes.

Oriakụ tipped her chin up and spoke in her most imperious voice. “Get me Helel,” she ordered.

Only one of the men acknowledged her order. His eyes were gray and unfriendly as he touched his earpiece and murmured something, his voice pitched low; then he gave Oriakụ a curt nod. “One moment, Ms. Onyearugbulem.”

Bonbon stepped a little closer to Gali. Her body had gone tense at the sight of all the guns, and Gali slid her arm through her friend’s.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. Her aunt Shirley had taught her how to shoot out in the fields, and Gali was excellent at it, but she didn’t like the guns either. The foreboding was loud and oppressive this far into the house, and a migraine was stabbing through her right temple. Celestial would kill her for ignoring how bad this was starting to feel, but Gali was stubborn. They were just going to view the artifact, and everything was going to be fine. She didn’t need to do any work because nothing was wrong. She was normal. This was fine.

Oriakụ was about to snap out another order when someone melted out of the shadows on their right, startling them all. Bonbon squeaked, and Gali did a double take because she could have sworn there was nothing there—­no door, no hallway—­just pools of darkness splashed on the walls and floor. She looked up at the stranger, and her brain nearly short-­circuited. Her migraine squeezed at her skull.

God, he was beautiful.

His skin was a pristine dark walnut that seemed to almost glow, and when he turned his head to glance at the guards, Gali saw the hooked jut of his nose in profile. The stranger lifted a hand to brush a shadow off his black shirt, and he had those damn piano hands that were always Gali’s weakness, with the long, articulated fingers and singing tendons right under the skin. Coarse dark curls fell into his face and around his ears, kissing the collar of his black shirt, and his mouth was unforgivably wide and lush. He wasn’t visibly armed, but there was something about him that seemed intrinsically wrong, like he wasn’t really supposed to be here, like he was one step sideways out of this reality. Gali knew that feeling quite well. Her entire family had that strangeness to them, but it was much louder in this man and much, much more dangerous. He was displaced and he wasn’t happy about it.

Gali knew she was staring, soaking him up with her eyes, but she didn’t care. Bonbon leaned in. “Who the hell is that?” she whispered. “He’s fucking delectable.”

Oriakụ glanced over at her friends. “This is Helel,” she said. “He’s the head of the artifact security team.”

The stranger’s eyes flicked in Gali’s direction, and her knees almost gave out. He had the longest lashes she’d ever seen, and his eyes were so dark they seemed black. Shards of gold splintered in his irises, shifting in the light, and she thought she saw a glimpse of violent power before it was shuttered away. Her skin skittered over her body. He really did seem illuminated from within, radiating a light that animated the dim hallway they stood in. It wasn’t something Gali could ask the others to confirm, because she would sound crazy and she was trying very hard not to be that, not in Salvation, not this far from the Kincaid house.

“Can I help you with anything, Ms. Onyearugbulem?” the stranger asked Oriakụ. “Have your companions been cleared for this wing?”

Gali exhaled as the rolling heat of his voice curled around them. He sounded like a herald—­the kind who sang down falling civilizations, who stood mad on a mountain as children burned. That voice . . . it scorched like both magma and a cold that could sear flesh off the bone, iron bleached soft at an unfathomable temperature. It licked against her like a spell.



“They don’t need clearances,” Oriakụ snapped. “They’re with me.”

The stranger’s face didn’t change in the slightest, but a haze of contempt oozed out from him.

A faint smile curved Gali’s lips, and she couldn’t help herself. “You’d like us to get on out of here, wouldn’t you?” she said, amused.

She wanted him to hear her voice, to look at her. She was Galilee Kincaid, and he was some kind of creature, and she wasn’t afraid. Her head was splitting apart, but she felt reckless and close to laughter. Gali gave in to it—­“normal” was going to have to hold on for a second.

The stranger’s gaze swung to her and he narrowed his eyes, angling his body slightly in Gali’s direction. The stinging ache inside her made a leap for her bones and clawed through her marrow as it bloomed into wanting. Gali cursed silently, biting down on her lip. No, no, no, not now! She didn’t want her worlds to overlap, not like this. Her foreboding yelled that something heavy hung behind those carved wooden doors, and the damn migraine in her head wouldn’t stop. Gali took a step backward, clenching her hands to will them dark. The stranger’s eyes tracked to her mouth, and far away in the Kincaid forest, Celestial Kincaid giggled, standing shin-­deep in water.

Did you find a toy to play with, Galilee?

This was what Nana Darling had warned her about, this treacherous amplification of her wanting, and if Gali had any sense, she would run far and fast away from anyone who could set this cascade off within her. She’d done it once before, years ago, when a girl with silver eyes had visited the Kincaid house from another powerful family and touched Gali so tenderly that Gali had wept from the force of the ache inside her. She’d avoided the girl for the rest of her visit and Celestial had scolded her for it, but then again, Celestial had no problem living madly with overlapped worlds. Gali wasn’t like her cousin. Gali could be exactly like her cousin. Possibilities swung in front of her like falling blades as she looked into the stranger’s fractured eyes.



“I don’t want you here,” he confirmed, his voice clipped. “The artifact is not on exhibition—­”

“The artifact,” Oriakụ interrupted, a beatific smile on her face, “is not yours. I will show it to whomever I please, and if you have any issues with that, Helel, I suggest you take it up with my father. Are we clear?”

Everyone fell silent as the man turned his gaze toward Oriakụ. Gali flinched at the way the air changed, at the unexpected malevolence that suddenly swarmed around them, thick enough to block her throat and lungs.

“I don’t work for you,” he snarled. “Unless your father stands before me himself, the decision is mine. The artifact is not a toy you can show off to impress your entourage. If you have a problem with how I do my job, I suggest—­as you recommend—­that you take it up with your father.”

His lips were curled to bare his sharp white teeth and his eyes were glittering. Gali impulsively pulled her arm away from Bonbon. Oriakụ was bluffing; like she said, her father would never give them permission to see the artifact, but Gali could help. Pain sang under the skin of her face as the migraine coated her skull. This man reminded her of things outside the city, things she never wanted her friends to find out about, secrets that needed to be kept secret. Gali had been raised in the work, but there was so much more that was just her, humming in her blood like her swarm. Her family would never recommend what she was about to do. The girls would be surprised, but they wouldn’t actually see anything, just like they couldn’t see the light stored inside him. It would be safe. She could pull it off.

Gali stepped between Oriakụ and the suddenly lethal stranger, placing her hand on his chest. She wanted to touch him, and the contact rocked her even through the crisp cotton of his shirt. Gali hissed in a breath and raised her head to meet his gaze. Oriakụ and Bonbon were staring at her in shock, and the stranger was just a breath away from her now. He smelled of live ash and bitter spices. The gold in his eyes was flaring, but the malevolence in the air had drained away. Gali took a deep breath. When she was a child, the Kincaids had taught her not to gamble with certain things and especially not to take chances in the woods. Her cousin Celestial, on the other hand, taught her that sometimes you didn’t need dice to roll. Sometimes other things were enough, like rocks or small bones.

Maybe if she was a better or more obedient Kincaid, she would starve her ache instead of feeding it, or walk away instead of looking for trouble, but the stinging was in her bones, her head hurt, and her ears rang. Maybe the panting mouth of danger had been her all along. Maybe it was him. Maybe it was this moment when she touched him for the first time and watched his eyes blow wide. Gali couldn’t feel his heartbeat under her hand, and that was a sure sign of nothing good.

“I’ll barter with you,” she said.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, Celestial snapped her neck up from the bank of a creek and searched the wind with wild eyes. Kincaids did not make barters like other people, but in that moment, Gali didn’t care.

“If I give you a dance back at the gala, you’re gonna let us see the artifact.”

Oriakụ made a sound of protest, but Gali barely heard it. He was looking at her now, really looking at her, and she found herself desperately wishing to be seen. She was so many things and not even sure of all of them. She was wild and barefoot under old trees; she was painted and polished in a mansion; she was nothing decided and everything desired. She wanted to be seized, and he had so many teeth. His mouth softened from its disapproving lines, and the weight of his attention felt like a thousand touches on her skin.

Gali tried to smile, and he dropped his gaze to her feet in the crystal stilettos, then worked his way up her oiled legs, her wide hips and soft belly, her breasts under the soft singing glass and the column of her neck. By the time his eyes stopped and stayed at her mouth, he might as well have stripped her bare, and Gali knew for a certainty that he wanted her.

Unfortunately, thanks to the blatant hunger in his face, everyone else around them knew it as well.

The man with the gray eyes frowned and took a half step forward. “Boss . . . ?”

The stranger’s eyes didn’t move from Gali’s. She held her breath, and it felt like the hallway had vanished into the shadows, along with the people in it.

Say yes, she willed him with all her want. Say yes.

A corner of his mouth curled up. “Yes,” he said. “A dance for a viewing, but I’ll take the dance right now.”

Relief washed through Gali that he’d agreed, but she pouted at the condition. “Damn, I don’t get to see the artifact with my friends?”

“I’ll show it to you later myself.”

“Hold the fuck up—­” Oriakụ started, but Bonbon elbowed her sharply in the ribs.

“Y’all go on ahead,” she said, grinning at Gali with pure evil delight. “We’ll catch up.”

The rest of the security team looked uncertain, and the one who had spoken up before tried again. “Boss. What do you want us to do?”

“Show them the artifact. Show them out afterward.” He was still staring at Gali, and the tension between them threatened to incinerate the air. “I’m going to take my dance.”

He slid his hand over Gali’s, and her breath gave out at the hot touch of his skin, air escaping her lungs in a soft gasp. It felt like a world was closing in on her, the jaws of a trap encircling gently, enough to coax her into letting it hold her in place. Her wanting laughed and shouted inside her as he tugged at her hand, leading them away from the others and the carved door with expensive secrets behind it.

Gali didn’t look back.

Her heart was galloping in her chest. They turned the corner, and the ache inside her roared louder than ever, a beast of want nipping at her heels as she stared at the sharp line of his jaw. What had she done? He was radiant, and she wanted to touch her tongue to the skin of his neck, this displaced stranger. He slid his fingers between hers, and Gali choked back a sound at the intimacy of that gliding touch.

Good God, she was already unraveling into an incoherent mess, and they’d barely talked—­how was she going to keep it together enough for one dance? This was as poorly thought out as it was thrilling. Gali wanted to unbutton his shirt and run her hands over his chest, press her lips to the hollow at the base of his throat. He was almost a full foot taller than her, and his legs were long, his thighs thick as his shoulders were broad. She didn’t want to share him with the guests at the gala.

“Stop,” she said softly.

He obeyed immediately, looking down at her with a faint frown.

“Do you desire another deal?” he asked, and something about the wording nudged at the back of her mind, but she ignored it. They were in a small palace, not a dirt road. The worlds could stay good and separate, damn them.

“Nah,” she answered. “Just wanna touch your skin.”

She lifted a palm to his jaw and stroked her thumb against his cheek. He hissed, and his eyes bled black from corner to corner, and Gali held her breath. What was that? Old pictures floated through her head, those
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