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The skies overhead opened up to the torrential wails and sobs of a Welsh storm. The night sky sucked heavy rolling clouds into rotation like oily lacerations above a sea of grey grass and black hills. 
A crow traveled the horizon, flying low and encumbered with rain. It was the only indication of where the earth ended and the chaos began. I guessed the bird wasn’t more than fifteen feet away, still visible to me in the veil of rain and thick fog that rose like the hedges of a labyrinth to stifle the landscape.
I had no choice but to follow it and hope it led me to shelter. Boots dragging, feet numb, a duffel balanced over my shoulder, I pushed my pace, alternating my eyes from the path to the bird’s weaving shadow. 
I hunkered into my heavy coat, battening down against the worsening chill. The light had failed a few hours before dinner thanks to the grey sky. I’d seen the wall roll in, eating my shepherd’s pie at a pub on the fringe of a tiny inland town. 
“Autumn rearing her nasty head. Yn bwrw hen wragedd a ffyn. Sun's shining in the devil's arsehole while my sheep drown…” 
The man mumbling into his tea a few stools away had been staring into his cup with a hollow, familiar look. Unsettled and impatient to leave, I’d left a bank note on the bar top and covered my duffel in a clean trash bag peeking out from the lip of the garbage can behind the bar. Then I’d ventured out, ignoring a shout to head towards town when my shins broke the grass on the other side of the road. 
It couldn’t be later than seven o’clock in the evening now, when there should be a blue glow to the evening sky on a clear night. But I was no fool. There were dangers in the inky wilderness and I wasn’t keen on pulling out my LED lantern to guide me. I had been moving uphill, the better to avoid flooding. Now, I traveled on even ground where the rocky terrain had become compact and pebbly.
A good sign.
I would walk ten, maybe twenty minutes more, but if my gut was wrong and I wasn’t on a hiking trail right now, I’d simply find a flat bit of land and wrap myself in my tent to stay dry for the night. Better that than let it wash away if the rain worsened. Better than logging my name in an inn ledger.
Though the rain was fierce. Far worse than the weather reports. It weighed on me like a thick woolen blanket as I swallowed droplets of rain with each labored inhale.
I stopped abruptly, breath puffing in white clouds from my mouth. I bent down and placed my blue fingers on the loose brick at my feet. It had been mortared, part of some stone wall or barn perhaps. Raising my face to the sting of falling ice water, I saw the dark grey mass of a building twenty yards from where I stood.
It was a small cottage with a shed out back where the crow alighted, shook its feathers, and then disappeared in a howling gale. 
I needed to take refuge too. The sooner the better. 
The stone wall around the property had been toppled nearby. I trudged through the rubble; eroded bricks crumbling beneath my boots. The hill took a sharp incline and I dug my hands into the waterlogged grass lining an old gravel path. It gave way after a few steps and I slid shins-first into the mud, scrambling the rest of the way on my hands and knees. 
A river of new rain spilled down the front of my hood and plastered it against my eyes. I pushed it back, squinting through the water droplets clinging to my lashes. 
There was a light inside the cottage. Small, orange, inviting. It was barely recognizable in the fog, but a relief nonetheless. 
A runoff of rainwater from the roof pounded the tiny porch. I hoisted myself up from the ground and ducked beneath it, washing off my palms. My frozen toes scrunched in my cashmere socks as I blew into my hands to ease the sting of the icy water. When I was sure I was no longer slathered in mud, I pounded on the door with the side of my fist. 
I was so cold that I couldn't feel the old wood grain at all. But it was thick and barely budged. The way the water punched my plastic-wrapped duffel was so loud behind me that I couldn’t hear if there was movement inside. The wind was high and hair-raising as I counted to ten, ready to knock with my whole arm a second time. 
But the door opened on seven, illuminating a dark-encroached room with a single yellow lamp and a tall man in a cable knit sweater. I couldn’t see his face as he stepped aside. Could barely hear him at all. But I got the message. He ushered me in with a shout and I slipped into the cottage. 
Into the warmth. 
≋
The door closed behind me and the sounds of the storm dimmed as its lock slid into place. My ears rang as I lowered my hood. I realized then how hard I was breathing, how badly my head hurt. My pulse was heavy in my temples, a feverish heat carving paths along my cheeks and forehead like a soldering gun.
“You alright, love? What were you doing out in the storm?” the man questioned in a beautiful lilt. I turned over my shoulder to get a look at him, the man that had let me into his small refuge. 
He was tall and beautiful. Perhaps in his early forties, with dusty brown hair and a slight scruff on his jaw that did nothing to hide a strong chin. He had big hands, thick shoulders, and honey eyes that drew me in like syrup on the stove. Warm, delicious, and inviting. 
But he wasn’t amused, the way he stood with his arms crossed. I blinked away, rolling the duffel off my back. It landed with a heavy thunk on the floor. There was a twin bed with a wooden frame near a small colony of candles and an oil lamp by the pillow. I slipped the dripping coat from my shoulders and they hissed at the shower of raindrops. 
“I was hiking when the storm hit,” I sniffed, my generic American accent offending the old world charm of what I assumed was a family hunting respite. “Thanks for answering the door. I bet you don’t get many strangers out here.”
His eyes fell down my drenched, mud-spattered front, examining my blue hands and lips, my waterlogged boots. His lips rose in something not quite a smile but on the verge of warming up, as if he felt I needed scolding for a sentence longer and then he’d show me the sun. Opening a cupboard, he produced an armful of candles and a lighter. 
“You must be frozen right through,” he sighed, letting it go as, one by one, the extra candles came to life under his zippo. “No electric out here, though. The camping heater will have to do.” He placed the candles on the shelves stacked with canned foods above a propane stove. 
“I’m just grateful for the chance to get dry,” I said over my shoulder, shaking four extra-strength aspirin into my palm from a bottle I kept in my hardshell jacket pocket and swallowing them dry. His large hands appeared near my face, holding out a pair of dry socks, a sweater, and flannel sweatpants. I blinked dumbly at them and inhaled a spicy male scent that instantly soothed me. They felt warm compared to the rest of me, and the tension in my shoulders instantly eased. 
“Promise they’re clean,” he grimaced, scratching the back of his head. 
A smile broke across my frigid face. “Thanks,” I laughed under my breath.
“I expect everything in your bag is soppin’,” he shrugged, fighting the grin curling his lips. He put his hands in his pockets, straining the fabric across his groin, where the flat front of his hips displayed a mouthwatering bulge. I swallowed, suddenly thirsty. 
“Swear you’re not going to look either?” I teased. He dipped his chin, then turned around with a grin that could melt panties.
“So what is an American like you doing all the way out here in Eryri in weather like this?” he asked, rocking on his heels.
I lifted my sweater and t-shirt over my head, damp skin prickling in the wet, chilly air. When I surfaced, he caught my eye and glanced away quickly. Fire bloomed in my abdomen. 
“Taking in the sights?” I ventured, wringing my hair out over the puddles at the entryway. 
“Ah, a hiker,” he hummed. 
My jeans peeled off inside out like a second skin. My flesh prickled against the air. I couldn’t feel my fingers on my thighs, my legs were so cold. 
“That’s right. Get a little adventure in before life forces me to settle down.” 
“So what’s your name then?” 
I kicked my wet clothes up against the door and shook out his sweater. The least my sodden hiking gear could do was keep the draft at bay for the night. I dove into the warmest, coziest cable knit I’d ever worn with a sigh of relief. 
My head popped out of the top and our eyes met. His stare gleamed more like fire than honey now, but his smile was sweet. Conversational. He leaned against the wall, pressing his smile between his teeth, waiting for me to reprimand him for looking. 
The corner of my mouth curled up as I kept his stare locked in mine and unfolded his sweatpants, sliding one pale leg in after the other. 
“Carmen,” I said with a shrug. I pulled up his flannel bottoms, tied them as tight as possible, and rolled the waistband to keep them from dragging the ground. “Yours?”
“Matthew. Pleasure to meet you, love,” he purred. My pussy clenched with interest. He slipped a kitchen towel from a hook on the wall and handed it to me. “For your hair.”
“Thanks.” Our fingers brushed and I bit my lip, rubbing my messy chin-length waves until they were matted but mostly dry. “So what’s a modern Welshman doing in an old cottage in weather like this?” I hedged looking around the barren room.
Matthew laughed comfortably. “It’s an old family farmhouse. Not much to look at, I know. I come here to get away from London when the noise is too much and I need a break.” He took the towel from me and stepped into my space, his wide shoulders crowding out the chill. The warmth radiating off his chest enraptured me, and his scent. It was whatever Old Spice wished it could be. When I fluttered my eyelashes up at him, his smile was easy. Sexy. 
“Come by here, you’ll get cobs in your hair like that,” he murmured, squeezing my locks gently. His knuckles brushed the back of my neck and a shiver of lust raced down my spine. 
“Thank you,” I breathed. 
“Mm,” he rumbled. “Fancy a cuppa? Or something stronger maybe? Whisky’d warm you right up.” He left the towel on my shoulder and switched on the little stove with a click click click click click. 
Turning away from me, he pulled a couple of tea bags from a tin and set the kettle on a hot plate as a blue flame stirred its coil into a red heat. I put on his socks and massaged the ice from my toes. “Anything’ll do,” I sighed, rubbing the tops of my feet. “I don’t think I’ll get warm anytime soon.”
“We could always keep each other warm tonight.” 
Our gazes caught as my panties turned slick. My heart raced as he looked down his clothes on my body, imagining things we could do if I took them off again. Then he turned back to the stove, tongue tracing the corner of his mouth. “If that’s the sort of adventure you’re interested in.”
“Depends,” I asked, reaching into the long side pocket of my duffel to access the cushioned laptop sleeve. “How much of an adventure can that twin bed handle?”
He chuckled, pulling two mugs from hooks beneath the canned food shelf. “If you want an adventure, we don’t have to use the bed at a–” 
Matthew’s words erupted in a gurgle. The mugs slipped from his grip and shattered into porcelain pieces on the rotting wood floor. He attempted to hitch his elbow on the little table as he fell, but ended up taking the towel and tin of tea bags with him. 
I withdrew the knife from his neck with a yank, probing the back of his neck with my thumbs as he lolled and choked. I held his hair in place once I found the divot between his vertebrae and jammed the knife in with my foot like I was hopping on the step of a shovel’s blade. He twitched, but the flailing ceased. 
The kettle whistled as I caught my breath. I set the knife on the table and poured myself some tea.
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Waiting was the worst part, and there was nothing to do other than sit. The mug against my cheek was hot, melting the chilly tip of my nose while I lounged an elbow on my knee. My nose was always the first thing to get cold and the last to thaw. 
I inspected the bump of Matthew’s nose from beneath the towel I’d draped over his face. His nose had been tall like mine, but not as thin or snubbed. He’d had strong features, possibly Gallic, considering the curl in his hair. Stubble dusted his chin like gold-spun thread glinting in the light of the candles. 
I rolled restlessly on my hips, adjusting the little potato crate that ricketed back and forth on rusty staples.
Up to the kill, I always felt a sense of duty and purpose. The knife would plunge through flesh and bone, my conviction with it. Then shock would strike their eyes, red blood pool from the wound, and they would crumble. Weak, confused, often already gone. An eternal life, snuffed out by a young woman with a chilly nose and sunken eyes. 
Pangs of uncertainty followed the rush of the kill. A moment felt like an hour. Had I been stalking the wrong person all this time? Some were so misleading. A grandmother in a summer cottage last May, tea and biscuits on her wrought iron garden table. A school boy of about ten, yellow backpack slung over one shoulder, asking to play hopscotch with the pretty American… After the high wore off, I always wondered if I was beginning to see the signs because I wanted the rush and punishment more than I cared for the certainty. 
I slid Matthew’s sweater up my forearm to check the time on the green glowing face of my digital watch. An hour and thirty-three minutes had passed. It had felt like limbo in the howls of the storm, unable to see beyond the black oil of the rain on the windows. 
I dragged the towel aside with the blood-soaked toe of my sock, my knee bouncing with impatience. Matthew’s mouth was black, his eyes clouded with death. His skin had swelled in the fine lines of age and was devoid of color around his cheeks and eye sockets. The eyeballs were beginning to collapse already, and the wound in his neck was rotted through at the trachea and nape, softening into the consistency of warm putty. 
I sighed with relief and stood, pacing the tiny cottage to ease the pressure cooker in my chest. 
Once the fear had worked its way out of my veins, I leaned against one of the tighter window panes, thankful for the bite of cold seeping through the old single-pane glass. I would wait out the storm in Matthew’s cottage. I would wait for his blood to deteriorate into dirt, for his bones to grind themselves into ash, and his hair to stiffen into dry grass. 
And in the meantime, I would sleep.
≋
The morning was groggy, what with the wind having fallen flat and the clouds hanging low amongst the hills. The sky stared down at me with her milky eyes, holding her breath. I felt watched, and the wall of white that surrounded the heathland unnerved me where I sat bundled in a thick wool comforter on the bed, my nose pressed against the window.
The old woman from the year before came to mind, foggy blue gaze filled with cataracts. There had been a reminder on a calendar of English gardens by the door that she was having them removed three days after my visit. She’d been my first after hopping the pond. I’d shook all over as I pulled the knife from my boot. She hadn’t been like the ones in America, all bar hoppers and sex workers. No, the old woman had been a leap of faith. 
Pushing off the covers, I welcomed the attack of cold. It woke me up faster than an alarm clock or coffee. I groaned at the thought.
What I wouldn’t give for instant coffee. It wasn’t hard to find, but Matthew had none on his shelves.
The one-room cottage was beyond damp, the corners of the ceiling dark with rot from a thatched roof that should have been replaced decades ago. I wriggled my toes, miraculously warm in a fresh pair of Matthew’s woolen socks. That was the key, I realized. If my socks were slightly too large they’d trap in the heat. I would remember that. My feet had been numb since I came to Wales. 
I lifted my hands to the grimy light of early morning, brushing off the dark soil that covered my borrowed clothes and hands, now collecting on the bed. Matthew’s blood had been reduced to dirt as fine and nutrient-rich as fertilizer. I rolled out of bed and brushed the dirt out of the sheets as best I could, smacking my knees and turning my socks inside out, ruffling out my hair. It was everywhere. 
Shocking, I know. 
Hair a tousled mess, big sweater cuffs fisted in my cold fingers, I stared down at Matthew’s remnants numbly. I skirted around the large pile of fine gold sand and dirt to grab my painkillers and a fresh bottle of water from my duffel. Straw dotted the mound, unnaturally curly as if it had been coiled around a hot iron.
“That’s new,” I mumbled to myself, nudging a dry, papery tendril with my toe. 
The smell of putrefaction lingered like a dead animal in the yard, just strong enough to ruin the taste of food. I scraped my wet clothes away from the bottom of the door and cracked it open. It helped, even if every inch of my skin felt numb and stiff as a result. 
Stretching, scratching my dirty hair, I rummaged through Matthew’s things by the light of day. I stuffed the rest of his socks in the top of my bag, even considering the ones he’d been wearing. I wasn’t desperate enough for that, though, and didn’t have the space anyway. The potato crate in the corner held some raw vegetables, a couple of citrus fruits, and half a log of hard salami. I bypassed it, heading for the canned food on the shelves. There were baked beans, herring filets, mince beef in gravy, and something called a chicken paste…
I wasn’t a picky eater, so I started with the beans and herring. I shoved the herring down my throat to avoid my tastebuds while taking the time to warm up the beans and another mug of tea. 
I was about to polish off the tin tray when a thunderous thump reverberated off the window closest to me. I jumped, sloshing fishy water down the front of Matthew’s sweater. 
“Shit,” I hissed, brushing the front with a grimace. Holding the cable knit away from my skin, I examined the cracked glass, beads of water and a delicate smear of blood lacing through the splintered pane. It splintered again when I poked it, smearing the red droplets like specimens sandwiched in microscope slides. 
The cracked glass blurred as I refocused on the little shed out back. I’d forgotten about it as soon as I was out of the rain. Now that I got a look at it in the murky morning light, its age was showing. Chances were it was an outhouse with a little storage cupboard and some tools. There was an iron bolt on the door, grown black and craggy from the constant rain. 
The structure leaned precariously, some boards standing completely on their own, separated from the others or kicked in at the bottom where the rot had eaten through the planks until they were pulp. But it had a solid roof, one that looked far too heavy for the wobbling collection of splintered boards beneath it. It shouldn’t have been standing, as far as I could tell. 
I was more focused on what was inside than how it was standing, though. Plenty of old buildings in the United Kingdom defied the laws of physics. But how often would I come across supplies in the heathland? I’d combed through the cottage, which had few comforts I was interested in exploiting. No running water, no clothing in my size, no other packaged foods. It would be negligent to overlook the shed, no matter how rundown it seemed. There could be hunting supplies, knives, tarps, hiking cleats, more canned foods…
At least, a girl could dream. 
I slid my boots back on with a pained groan. They squished around my socks, cold as ice. I opened the front door, noticed the keys by the frame, and took them with me out into the wind as I stuffed my chipped knife in its homemade leather sheath at the small of my back. 
Considering the night before, the weather was a gentle balm. My hair whipped about my face as I walked the twenty yards or so to the back of the cottage. The crow lay dead beneath the cracked window, one of its wings skyward in farewell. 
“Sorry,” I murmured, watching it for any twitch that might suggest it was still alive. It had been my saving companion the night before. If it was alive, it wouldn’t sit well with me to not try to return the favor. But the only twitch it gave was its bent wing feathers in the stir of air, so I walked by. 
I stopped several feet before the shed door, rocking in my frigid boots with uncertainty. The door wasn’t just bolted shut. It was shackled and covered in nails, all hastily pounded in and bent to hell. There was no rhyme or reason to the abuse of the wood, and trails of rust dripped from each wound like old sap from a tapped tree. 
I considered it for a long minute, maybe longer. I held my breath for several beats, listening. Why? I’m not sure. 
I looked up at the too-heavy roof again. The walls all around the corner closest to me had splintered away at an angle. Not a single plank held it aloft.
There was no reason for this detail to give me pause. It could be a well with a roof, walled off to keep animals away. Maybe the support beams were in good condition so the walls didn’t matter.
I leaned into the door to listen inside. Not a whisper of movement. No trickle of water. 
Straightening, I examined the door. Three locks fought for space with a variety of rusty chains. I unlocked two with the same key, the chainlinks falling into the mud with a metallic slither that pierced my ears. The third was too rusted to budge, but the chain slack enough that I could slide inside. 
The door was so rotted that I could have pried the lock out of the wood, but it was better not to disturb things. Even if Matthew hadn’t been real when I met him, he’d been real at some point. Real for someone, I should say. And that someone would eventually come looking. 
So I pulled on the door to widen the gap, sucked in my stomach, and slid into the darkness as the splinters pulled on my wool sweater like little claws. 
Vertigo gripped me the moment I was through. I swayed on my feet, squinting into the blackness as the world spun like a turntable. I felt heavier, my boots pressing down on the stone slab like I was wearing fifty pounds on my shoulders.
And it was too dark. The walls were falling apart, separating from the roof. It was a grey morning, but some light should have diffused through the cracks. I peered into the void. It couldn’t have been more than eight feet deep, but my eyes fell into it for miles. The sensation of falling forward caught me off guard and I reached back for the door instinctively. 
Angry nails scraped across my hand, burning my palm and drawing blood. I hissed, swearing under my breath as I pressed the thin wounds to my thigh. At least my tetanus shot was up to date. But why, oh, why hadn’t I brought my pocket flashlight? 
I was still cursing myself, toeing the door open so I could go grab it, when something shuffled. A chain creaked. I froze with my back to the void, fingers curled carefully around the lip of the door. My heart rose into my throat, my temples, pounding in my palm where my blood beaded up like little red pick stitches. 
“Who’s there?” I croaked. My voice fell like an anvil in the dead air of the shed. Nothing responded. 
But I trusted my instincts. Fierce knots clenched my abdomen as the hairs on the back of my neck rose in alarm. I pushed back out into the open air, adrenaline suffusing my blood with heat and nervous energy. Even my nose wasn’t cold anymore. 
I turned as soon as I was clear of the door and stared at that sliver of darkness beyond it, expecting something to curl around the edge in pursuit. My knife was already in my hand, not extended like an idiot, but held in a sure grip against my thigh. When nothing happened, my eyes fell to that rusted lock and the eye bolt holding it to the door.
My old life had taught me that hesitating was deadly. So I didn’t wait anymore. For anything. 
I bludgeoned the eye bolt with the hilt of my knife, then wriggled it back and forth, pushing the door with my boot as I pulled on the rusted lock. It came loose with a grunt and I tossed the mass of black iron to the mud as the door yawned open. 
A bone white corpse hung from the ceiling by the same type of iron chains that had barred the door, suspended arms black with decomposition that veined all the way into his chest. The man was naked save a scrap of thick, ratty cloth draped across his hips. Brackish lichen broke the skin like he was covered in bruised barnacles. It reminded me of chickens with scaly leg mites, the way the skin was raised and separating over the dead man’s bones. His head hung limp between his shoulder blades, a black mass of hair brushing the stone floor like mangled tree roots. He was suspended too high for his knees to touch the ground so that they hung a foot in the air. Dried blood painted the floor, smeared in grotesque circles by the tops of his raw feet. 
This wasn’t a tool shed or well. This was a torture chamber. 
I stared at the scene with wide, horror-stricken eyes, panting as if I might start running for my life at any moment. The man was dead. 
But I’d heard his chain move. 
I took a deep breath of clean, cold air and swallowed hard. There was no cloying, sweet scent of decay. I stepped into the shed, my shadow crossing over his bowed head.
The dead man’s head lolled to the side. His eye slit open like a scalpel’s incision, so narrow but so sharp. He looked at me and there was no question. 
He wasn’t human, not in the slightest.
My fist tightened on the hilt of my knife. His breath shuddered, shallow and in agony. His eye rolled as he closed it and dropped his face back beneath the veil of his matted black hair. He sounded resigned. Thankful. 
“Parakaló,” he breathed, barely above a murmur. “W’da ib ek.” His voice was paper, lips as deeply cracked as a desert lake bed. He was begging me to end it.
I hitched my brow in confusion, massaging the hilt of my knife as I stared at the back of his neck. His vertebrae were pronounced under his starving flesh. I fixated on the spot I’d need, chewing my lip. 
I knelt down on one knee, peering into the shadows of his face. His eye opened again, stark white against the darkness. A sliver of life that I didn’t know how to define. 
Then he faded out and fell into unconsciousness. 
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The not-dead not-human’s chains were held by the same sort of master locks as were on the door, hidden in the shadows of the stone crossbeam from which he was suspended. No doubt the key I held in my slippery, sweaty palm would open it just the same. 
If I hadn’t had the key, I probably would have killed him instead.
But there I was, standing on an upside-down bucket with a crack in the side, hoping it wouldn’t break while I fought with the–you guessed it–rusty lock. I teetered over his shoulder on my tip toes like an idiot, expecting him to yell, “Aha! Stupid human, I’ve got you now!” in a very Hollywood voice as he raked into my guts and spilled them all over the floor. 
A particularly nasty nail caught the soft flesh between my knuckles. I murmured a sharp curse, irrationally worried that I might wake the… might wake him up. A rivulet dripped from the tips of my fingers before I managed to press my tongue to the wound and suck on it. I’d been nicked more than once, finding out the hard way that the nails were in the ceiling too. Those wicked stalactites were everywhere. 
The lock popped open and I wobbled with a victorious grunt, holding onto the chains to keep my balance. The body below me jostled and the shed groaned, damp clumps of debris falling from the shifting roof. 
I stumbled off my bucket and out of the door, holding my breath and expecting the dilapidated iron maiden to tumble. I sighed with relief when it didn’t. 
But now that I was back outside, I chewed my lip. If I dropped the creature without something soft for it to fall on…
My brow creased. 
“It doesn’t matter,” I grumbled, taking one step over the threshold. Then I stopped again, rolling my eyes at myself. “Fuck me.”
I turned on my heel and stalked back to the cottage, confused with myself. I needed a minute to sort my thoughts without staring at his pain. The brutal truth was that pulling him down would likely kill him. Whatever clots had formed in the mangled mess of his suspended arms would reach his brain or his heart. Brackish, infected fluids would fill his lungs. I wasn’t sure which would happen first, drowning to death or cardiac arrest, but whatever I was about to do was probably a lot of agony for no reason. 
And if he did survive, then what? I didn’t know what he was. Was he something worse than the fiends I hunted? Was he what they looked like when they weren’t pretending to be human? There was just no way of knowing.
Unless I asked…
I pondered my options as I sat on the front steps with my boots in the weak rays of sunshine. The sky was a little brighter now and there was a definite wakefulness in the air. My protein bar tasted like brick putty, but it cleared my mind better than tea or herring. Reason was telling me to forget him and leave, but a buzz like a mosquito in my ear kept me on the precipice. 
The enemy of my enemy is my friend.
The fiend that had taken Matthew’s face had tortured this creature to the brink of death. Surely he would want payback? It was a feeling I understood well. I could use that to my advantage.
I leaned around the side of the porch to glare at the open door. I couldn’t see him from this angle as I took a swig of water, sucking the sticky, chalky taste of fake chocolate off my teeth. I was in a catch-22. I couldn’t sleep at night and let the creature off his chains, but I couldn’t pass up this incredible chance either. He might not know much more than I did, but he’d know different things. 
Besides, he was going to die no matter what. Might as well make him comfortable. Maybe then, he’d feel obligated to tell me more. I’d be able to sleep again once he was dead. 
Five minutes later, I kicked the door of the cottage open with my heel and dragged Matthew’s mattress down the stairs. It trundled over the watery gravel as I pulled it towards the shed and dropped it nearby. 
The mattress didn’t fit inside the shed, so I pulled a pair of gloves out of the deepest recesses of my duffel and started prying planks away from the walls. I was careful at first, keeping my eye on the ceiling, watching the chains for movement. Then the wall I’d started with collapsed on top of me, cracking and splintering under my hands. I sprawled out in the mud beneath it, pushing rotted wood away with wide eyes, expecting to find the creature crushed beneath the collapse. 
His chains hadn’t even rattled. The roof was fine.
But I was not.
The creature was now bathed in grey light and a smattering of debris from the wall. His skin was dirty and covered in black veins, but the infection that looked like barnacles was filmy, rotting scales. Not skin. His feet and fingers were tipped in claws and his ears were pointed. He had a tail, at least as long as he was tall, and as muscular as a python. I wouldn’t have been able to wrap both my hands around the base if I tried. 
I clenched my jaw and leveraged my elbows against the mud, kicking my way out from under the rotted planks. What the creature looked like didn’t matter. Dead anyway. I reminded myself of that like a broken record, more sure of it than ever. 
I’d never seen injuries like his, but I’d heard of them. Palestinian hanging–when someone is suspended by their wrists tied behind their back–causes necrosis of the musculature from the immense strain. Sometimes suffocation. Once I cut him free, rhabdomyolysis would cause acute renal failure. It would be over quick. Less than a day was my best guess. Maybe less than an hour, even. Now that he was in the light and I could see just how bad it was, the pressure slid off my conscience. There was nothing I could do for him, even if I wanted to help. 
“Sorry,” I told him, kicking at the nubs of wood stuck in the ground that had splintered. “Can’t do much. But I’ll try.” I glanced at him, but there was no response.
I flattened my lips in thought. There was no point in exerting all this effort if he was already gone. I knelt down in front of him with a slow, fortifying breath. A little puff of white blossomed out of his parted lips in the cold air. His breath was shallow, barely visible, but there. A streak of dark red painted his deathly pale skin from his temple to the corner of his mouth, still slightly wet. I took off my glove and glanced at the wound between my knuckles where the nail had hit me. The same dark red smeared the grooves of my fingers where I hadn’t yet washed it properly. 
“You in there?” I asked, voice husky from disuse. He didn’t stir, so I tried again, inching closer on my heels. “Hello?”
His eyes rolled beneath his eyelids. His throat bobbed. A little gurgle worked its way up to his lips. 
I nodded, sniffing out at the heathland. “Right. I’m not sure you understand me,” I started, feeling as foolish as if I was talking to a lamp, “but I’m going to bring you down. It’s gonna hurt, so, you know. Brace yourself.” 
I stood back up and pressed my weight against the few boards that still stood in my way. I watched the ceiling with a knot in my throat. Something was wrong with this shed. The walls swayed but the block of stone above the creature remained steadfast, floating of its own accord rather than connected to anything at all. 
I stomped on the remaining nubs of wood and the door frame, no longer worried about the roof collapsing as I demolished the walls to make room for the mattress. It was a heavy lump that I had to massage into position, working up a sweat as I pushed it up against the creature’s feet. When it butted up against his shin’s, I stepped back up onto my cracked bucket, panting for air. 
A moment later, the creature crumpled to the mattress with a soft thump, wrists tied, shoulders bulging at an unnatural angle. He gasped awake, tendons and ligaments all across his body tight with pain. I was impressed he had so much energy left as he guppied for air like a fish out of water. He couldn’t catch his breath beyond a gurgle. 
“Don’t,” I said loud enough to grab his attention. He rolled onto his side, looking up at me as I stepped down from the bucket. “Your lungs are probably filling with fluid. I want to ask you some yes-no questions before you die. Blink once for yes, twice for no. Okay?”
Surely he didn’t understand. He hadn’t spoken English before. This was going to be a bust, I was certain of it. But his oddly long eyes caught mine with recognition. He blinked once slowly, then watched me with that infected gaze. 
My heart raced, exhilarated. I rubbed my injured hand over my face in shock.
“Wow, okay,” I breathed. “Are you a fiend?”
He didn’t blink.
“Like the one in the cottage,” I explained.
He blinked twice. 
“Are you their enemy?”
Once.
What are you?
I bit my cheek. I couldn’t ask complicated questions to a dying creature, but I wanted to so badly. He could fade at any moment. 
“Does iron hurt them?” 
Once. 
I blew out a breath. “I knew it,” I said in wonder. When I first started, I’d used my shitty knives from college. They were rusty and worked well. When I decided to take hunting fiends more seriously and distanced myself from life, I invested in high quality steel. My first hunt after that nearly killed me. The fiend hadn’t gone down in shock like Matthew. It had fought back.
I licked my lips. “Can they smell human blood?”
Once.
The creature’s eyes focused on my injured knuckles and forearms, where the nails had left their angry scrapes, and I stilled. 
“Can you smell human blood?”
He looked up at me, then away. The streak of my blood on his face was bright against the infected yellow pallor of his skin. 
“Yes,” he hissed in a whispered breath. 
The weight of my knife sat heavily against the small of my back. My heart pounded in my ears. He’d gurgled moments ago. He shouldn’t have been able to breathe let alone speak. 
He should be dying.
So why the fuck wasn’t he dying?
“Do you hunt humans?”
The creature looked at me again. “Non… No.”
“Can you breathe?”
His gaze lost focus and slipped away, but he managed to blink once. I clenched my jaw, storming off without another word. 
I entered the cottage and closed the door behind me. My fingers trembled as I pulled my knife out of its sheath. I needed to get a grip. The creature on the mattress wasn’t going to die. 
I should kill him. 
The sooner the better. 
He had absolutely been drowning. I’d heard that sound many times and could identify it in my sleep. But now he wasn’t just not dying, he was healing. Fast. If he healed that fast, there was no way I could kill him if I waited. 
I kicked the wall with a snarl. 
How dare he not die on his own? The onus was on me now to choose his fate. Indignation rose like bile in my chest because I knew which I preferred for the sake of my own self-preservation. I’d kill him in a moment if it weren’t for that constant nagging feeling. Like buzzing under my skin when I looked at him. The vertigo when I’d opened that shed felt like something had shifted sideways in my soul, making room. Running into this creature changed the course of my life, and there was nothing I could do now to stop it.
It terrified me. 
Knife’s hilt gripped tight, I knocked on my forehead. Think, think, think.
The enemy of my enemy…
I held onto that little nugget of wisdom like a life-ring because it was the only angle I could exploit. If that thing was something far worse, I could use that to my advantage. He was like a stolen rifle. I didn’t know what calibre bullet was cocked and loaded, but I knew the direction it would shoot.
As you could tell, I knew nothing at all about guns. Perhaps that made the metaphor even more appropriate. 
The cheap, half-empty bottle of water I’d left on the table caught my eye. I picked it up, thinking back to late fall nights in an ambulance, laughing and listening to music, teasing shoves and shared snacks, naps on benches in the hospital commissary. I thought of my partner’s angelic good looks, that mop of tightly curled hair and big, open smile. 
I missed Reed so much. 
He wouldn’t like looking down on me right now. 
“Alright,” I told his ghost in gentle defeat.
The creature was still lying on his side when I returned, the labor of breathing causing his chest to rock at a subtle cadence. I sat on the bucket beside the mattress and cracked open the bottle. His nostrils flared as he opened his eyes, stare swimming in an effort to find me. 
“Just lay there,” I ordered, filling the bottle cap with a tiny amount of water. “You drink water, right?”
He hissed, but I think it was meant to be a yes. 
“I’ll lift your head up. Don’t use your neck or shoulders.”
His lips parted, but he remained still. I knelt down next to him, then hesitated when the glint of white teeth embedded in black gums caught the light. What impression of his teeth I saw didn’t look human. Still, I pressed the bottle cap to his mouth. The water trickled across his lips, half of it running down his cheek to his ear. I filled the cap again as his throat worked. 
“How long have you been here?” I asked, counting to twenty. His eyes cracked open, crusted with blood, foggy with the onset of death, and fixated on the warbling surface of the water. 
“Ich noot knowen,” he rasped. His stare flitted to my face looking for recognition. When I creased my brow, he tried again. “I…”
“You don’t know,” I offered.
He blinked once, and I pressed the cap to his mouth again. He sucked at it this time, catching my thumb with his lip. The digit was numb and dirty, scratched up and calloused. A jolt of worry shot up my hand, like the first time I held a hamster, thinking it would nip me instead of the treat in my palm. I let the instinctual fear run its course and mulled over what to say next while I refilled the water. 
“I killed the fiend,” I told him, taking a swig of water for myself. When I pressed the next cap of water to his lips, he stared at me instead of the offering. 
“Human?” he asked. 
“Me? Yes.”
He dabbed his tongue against my blood at the corner of his mouth. I followed the purple appendage as it split in two to mop up the flavor, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. His jaw kept opening, wider and wider. The skin beneath my trail of blood split open on a membrane stretched taut between his jaws, exposing rows of needle-sharp, curved teeth. The kind that grabbed onto something and didn’t let go. 
Something scraped against the ground and I jumped to my feet, wide-eyed. His tail coiled behind his knees in a pile on the mattress.
“Damnit,” I whispered, rattled that I’d forgotten about his tail. 
“Bia,” he said meaningfully. When I didn’t understand, his brow knit together with effort. “Ferrum…
Īsarnom. Iren? Ire… Iron.” He looked up at the hook where his chains hung above us, then gazed longingly out at a patch of rather gross-looking mud. 
“You want to move?”
He blinked once. 
Ah, so he wasn’t a fan of iron either. Maybe he wasn’t a fiend, but something similar. A genetic cousin. I looked at the tops of my hands, scraped to hell, red and swollen. They were nothing compared to the black infection in his veins.
“That crossbeam isn’t going anywhere,” I said, motioning to the floating keystone he’d been looking at. “And I don’t think I can move you and the mattress together. Which means this is going to hurt. A lot.” 
Exhausted, he dropped his head.
“Understonden.”
I walked around to his back and gently fisted the binds of his wrists. The bone and tendons were visible, blackened and angry. Slowly, carefully, I eased his arms over his head and walked backwards. Knees bent, back taut, I pulled to little avail. His breath caught, a delicate hitch that he hid beneath the matted veil of his hair. I pulled again, engaging every muscle. I didn’t want to yank for fear of ripping an arm out of its rotting socket. 
He slid into the wet grass and soil several slow, careful tugs later. I fell next to him, staring at the back of his head as I caught my breath in the muggy, chilly breeze. 
And the world groaned. Deep and long, like the hull of a ship. The ground pressed up against me like I was in an elevator or a storm at sea, leaving my sense of balance warped and strange. If I’d been standing, I would have stumbled. As it was, I felt a little like vomiting. 
“What was that?” 
“Thanken,” he sighed with relief, rolling his head towards the clouds. He closed his eyes without so much as a flutter. I bared my teeth and shook his shoulder, not caring how much it might hurt, but he didn’t respond. 
So still, so calm. I put my fingers over his nose to make sure he was still breathing, then looked up too. Spots of blue dotted the clouds. So much for days of gloom. A touch of warmth beat my cheeks. Gashes of blinding white and yellow lanced the clouds, throwing shapes over the craggy hills as the sun won over the afternoon. 
I eyed the crossbeam suspiciously. The groaning had stopped, though, and no little creatures were fleeing over the hillside. If he wasn’t bothered, then maybe I didn’t need to be worried either. 
I dragged the water to me and lay in the mud until I couldn’t feel my butt or thighs. I finished it off, then hauled myself to my feet. The creature would sleep however long he needed, and I would prepare to leave.
Maybe he would still die. What did I know about fiends and fiends-adjacent other than how to kill them? 
With one more suspicious glance at his tail, unsure of how I felt about the possibility that he wouldn’t wake up, I trudged back to the cottage. Life and death would have to sort itself out, with or without me as its witness. 
Because my nerves were fried and I really, really needed a bath.
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I set a tarp over a portion of the cottage’s roof and laid my coat and socks there to get the most exposure to the sun. It was by no means a Boston September, hot and sticky, full of steamy days and cool nights. None of my clothes would be warm by the time I decided to leave, but they’d be a little drier. September was a wet month in Wales. Every ounce of sun counted for something. 
The space heater had only half a tank left and was busy drying out the insides of my boots. They were propped up against the potato crate with their laces discarded and the tongues pulled down. The insoles were balanced between them so the boot itself dried out. They’d be stiff and uncomfortable, but at least my feet would be warm. 
I stood on the porch in my shower flip flops, hands in the pockets of another pair of Matthew’s pajama pants. I’d brushed out my hair and washed it at a red well pump fully clothed, watching cream lumps of sheep roam across the Snowdonian mountains. I wasn’t clean anywhere else, but at least my head didn’t itch anymore. I brushed an alcohol-soaked cotton pad over the cuts on my hands and forearms, leaning around the corner to stare obsessively at the shed. 
The creature hadn’t moved since I pulled him out of the makeshift iron maiden. A gust of wind rolled over the drying grass hills, shaking their blades like rattlesnakes. It ruffled his black hair, but the stone crossbeam with its chains remained frozen. 
As if it wasn’t really here. 
Too complicated. I didn’t want to think about that just yet.
I sniffed and wiped the cold drizzle off my nose onto the shoulder of another Matthew sweater. The baggie of cotton pads and the little bottle of isopropyl alcohol that I kept in my duffel were curled in my reddened fingers. It wouldn’t be enough to actually help the creature heal, but a caring gesture would help me. The more gratitude he felt, the higher my chances of surviving this crossroads of fate. 
I picked my way through the puddles to keep my feet dry and squatted beside him, snapping on a pair of vinyl gloves. He was still breathing, unfortunately. I poured some alcohol on a new cotton pad and pressed it to a particularly nasty wound on the bulge of his shoulder. His eyes flew open with a hiss. His tail flailed weakly, but as soon as he put pressure on his bound wrists, he groaned, instantly sedated. 
I pressed around the rotary cuff delicately.
“Stop, please,” he begged with a strange upward lilt, breath catching in a deep but ragged voice. 
“Shh,” I scolded softly, poking and prodding. Healing was rarely a comfortable experience, no matter how fast it happened. His shoulders were shredded to pieces, every tendon frayed like old ropes. Most of the definition was swelling, not incredibly dreamy deltoids. “If you were a man, you’d be paralyzed from the hips down due to vertebral dysplasia.” I snorted absently. “Actually, you’d be dead.” I shook my head, having no filter after months of keeping myself company. “Shame.” 
“I am a man.” 
The wind blew through the grass again, rattling that same warning. The creature stared at me, resolute and clear-eyed. I paused, my eyes watering, trying to understand what I was looking at.
He had two pupils in each of his eyes. One set held my stare captive, but two smaller irises were set back on the eyeball, as if he was looking over his shoulder in both directions. They were still difficult to parse, mired in black gunk and swollen capillaries. They might have been red like pomegranate seeds…
I looked away first, clearing my throat. Unnerved, I decided inflicting pain–yes, yes, that he would appreciate later–was a good diversion from the oddity. 
“If you’re not a fiend, what are you?”
“B’adruokh,” he said. 
When he didn’t try to translate it like he had before, I assumed that was his answer. “What’s that?” I glanced at his tail and thought about his curved, needle teeth as I pressed the cotton pad around the wound’s edges, cleaning some of the gunk away. “A snake man?” 
The corner of his mouth twitched. “Yes. Gōd chois. Good choice… Good word.”
“What languages are you speaking?”
“Er en Kemet. L’shana d’eilan. Hellēnikḗ… Anglisc?”
“The last one was definitely not English, but Middle English? Old Germanic? ‘Helleneekee’ sounds like Greek…” 
“Yes. Er en Kemet and l’shana d’eilan are, ah… Hot. Sande.”
“Sand.” I licked my lips, brow creased. “Egypt?” I sat back, amazed. The languages he was speaking were thousands of years dead. “So you’ve met humans before.”
“Yes. Some.”
So he was more familiar with me than I was with him. And thousands of years old. People in Egypt didn’t speak Egyptian anymore. They spoke Arabic. Fear of the unknown gripped me as reality crashed down on my head. I was an insignificant bug compared to the thing bound at my feet. He’d seen billions of me live and die like sparks flying from a piece of flint. 
“What is thu nam? Your name.” 
I swallowed hard, tossing the gross pad and dousing a new one in alcohol.
“It isn't important,” I bit out. He wouldn’t care to remember it if he was older than the Pyramids.
“Unlikely.”
“It’s true.”
“Not to me,” he rumbled.
Dangerous. So dangerous. I’d liked him much more before he could speak.
I pressed the cotton into the chains around his wrists, perhaps too hard. The creature seized, his fingers twitching. I leaned into the cuffs, exploring the exposed metacarpals and veins amidst the black goo without remorse. 
I tossed the cotton pads and bottle to the ground with a frustrated sigh. All I was doing was torturing him more. My human first aid kit wasn’t built for such heinous wounds. I’d stocked it for stitches and infections, not necrosis. 
“This is stupid,” I told myself, biting my own lip with derision. It was unlike me to be so indecisive.
“I wile helen… Will be whole. Ne fret nōht, my lady.”
“I’m not fretting, and I don’t want you to call me lady.”
A deep breath slithered through his chest, as if a serpent could growl. His multi-pupil eyes, still blackened and warped, watched me as if they didn’t pain him at all.
“You kill the auf?” he asked slowly as if he thought he’d imagined me saying so.
“Is that what they’re called?” I asked. His gaze traveled down my front in an appraising way. He saw how slight I’d become. Malnourished, some would say. Wiry was how I liked to think of it. He licked at my blood on his cheek again. 
“Humans are blind to the auf. Fiends. Hou wost thu? How you… How do you know?”
I clenched my jaw. I didn’t want to talk about the thing that weighed heaviest on my conscience. The inevitable screw up towards which I was walking. Blood that would stain the floor instead of turn to soil.
“I will free you in exchange for safety and information.”
I said the words with force, as if someone else was driving the air from my throat. Teetering was driving me mad. Kill him. Don’t kill him. Ingratiate myself. Torture him with an antiseptic. My thoughts were torn asunder, discombobulated and worrisome. 
The closer I stood to that crossbeam, the worse it felt. I glared at it, walking around the snake man–the b’adruokh–to his other side to get more distance. The cacophony eased, but the world still spun. 
He followed me with his multi-pupil stare, a disbelieving expression chiseled into the lines, the scales, of his cheeks. The world groaned again and I stumbled, catching myself on one of the shed’s vibrating corner beams with a shocked breath. 
“Free? Fredom?”

“Yes. I’ll take away the iron. All of it,” I snapped. Why was the world swaying? Did Wales have earthquakes? Goosebumps erupted across my arms. I couldn’t tell if it was me or the world, terrified that I’d finally eaten something that would change me. “You can feel that, right?” 
“All…” A hungry look overcame the creature’s gaze, and he fought to raise his head. “Please!” he panted. “I wile–will–not harm you. My lyf is yours if freoȝen. If you give frijaz. Free.”
“Stop,” I snapped, squeezing my eyes shut against the nausea. “Please tell me you can feel that.”
“Yes. It is the, ah, ánkȳra.
It schal synken. It will… end. Soon.” 
My eyes popped open and found him gazing at the crossbeam. I held the rotten wood in a hard, trembling grip and breathed slowly out through my nose. 
“Okay,” I murmured, imagining the panic melting off me like hot water in the shower. I redirected my attention back to the bargain I was willing to make, forcing myself to focus. I wanted to get away from the ánkȳra–whatever that word meant–as quickly as possible. “You swear you won’t harm any humans. Including me.” 
“Yes.” 
“And you’ll give me information?”
His throat bobbed as a fire lit in his eyes. “Free and I will be your wepen,” he said slowly, making sure every word was one I would understand. “Your will is my determinacioun. Your blōd is my blōd. All of me. Yours. As long as you live, my lady. Longer.” His brow creased. “Ay mare.”
My heart thumped so forcefully in my chest that my eyesight wavered. I licked my lips, rooting my feet to the ground. His oath of loyalty rang so true that my cheeks bristled with heat. My fingers trembled, no longer numb but hot and pounding to the march of my own pulse. 
“You’ll help me?” 
“Sweren. Your blōd, my blōd.” He grimaced, unable to hold his head up any longer. His temple fell back into the mud. “Ay mare. Yeve myn gast.”
He faded with a ghostly rattle in his lungs.
I cursed under my breath. 
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I’d waited for him to wake up for several minutes, but he slept deeply, so I took the opportunity to examine him in the light instead. There I was, huddled against the chill while sitting on my heels, staring at his wrists, the claws on the tips of his fingers. He had the same number of fingers, but his palms were leathery pads, marred with scars. 
Sweren… That sounded like I swear. And right before he went unconscious… Ay mare, my lady, maybe. Gast… Guest? Ghost? 
I was grasping at straws trying to translate his last sentence, but it hardly mattered. The rest of it was crystal clear. He was desperate to be free and willing to work for it. My entire lifetime, he’d said. As long as I live. It was hardly a drop in the bucket for him, barely an inconvenience. 
But a single grain of sand in the hourglass of his life was worth everything to me.
Sitting there in the mid-afternoon sun, numb acceptance blanketed my soul. I already knew that I was sold on the temptation of his power. Even if he was lying out of desperation, my desperation was greater. 
Is this what a deal with the devil felt like? 
If I could rid the world of even a hundred fiendish vermin, I would feel justified in selling my soul. I was a husk anyway, whittled away by pain and loss. The single task of killing this evil blight was all that had kept my dead spirit moving after my world fell apart. Pleasures and pains felt far away from me now, and so would the gnashing teeth of the devil’s hellhounds if he came to collect my soul after this deal was done. 
I leaned over the creature, brushing his filthy hair back with one of my vinyl gloves. He was out cold, which suited my next task. I crouched at his wrists, looking for a way to remove the cuffs embedded in his flesh. Luckily for us both, the iron crumbled under my fingers. I removed the biggest pieces, dislodging them from his tendons and bones and discarding them into a neat pile against a rock. 
By the time I was done, my gloves were smeared black, leaving smooth fingerprints on his sickly yellow scales. The necrotic fluids felt like healthy blood, though, not lumpy gelatin or tar or puss. The weight was immense, as if my gloves were lined in lead.
Something moved in my periphery and the base of his thick tail caught my attention. I couldn’t define the muscle groups that fell into it from the small of his back. His lats were exceptionally defined, and then a wrap of muscles from his hips… Internal obliques maybe. The gluteus media were shaped differently than on a human too, and his thoracolumbar fascia… The narrowest part of the small of his back flexed in the same way a well-defined forearm would, suggesting fine motor movement that climbed all the way up his spine like the fingerboard of a guitar.
I shoved my fascination aside, squeezing his hip and pushing him just a little.
I needed him awake for the next part. He couldn’t lay on his side while I popped his shoulders back in place. I felt his shoulder blades and the swelling in his biceps. The strong divot of muscle on either side of his spine. The ball joints of his shoulders were several inches from where they were supposed to be, sloped awkwardly and hanging like overfilled water balloons on a clothesline, the vinyl sacks ready to split and spill. 
“Hey,” I said lamely, not knowing his name. “Badrock.”
He hissed, his tail curling in as consciousness returned. Its tip grazed the arch of my foot and I shuffled away, disturbed. 
“B’adruokh,” he rasped.
“I need to relocate your shoulders so they can heal. I don’t think they’ll do it on their own like this.” I blew flyaways from my eyes and balanced my forearm on my knee with a squint into the distance. “It’s going to hurt again.”
His blackened eyes slit open, one smaller side pupil honing in on me over his shoulder. “I believe you enjoy it.” 
I held his stare for a heartbeat, then snorted at the exhausted curl at the corner of his mouth. 
“I don’t get to torture immortal badrocks every day. Sit up and let me enjoy the moment.”
“As you will,” he said. His core engaged, the long muscles of his back going taut, and he pushed himself up by the base of his tail. His hands fell apart, knuckles dragging into the mud. He bared his strange curved teeth and hissed through the agony. 
A waft of saccharine rot overwhelmed the fresh air. My brow creased at the sudden odor of death. The creature’s injuries hadn’t smelled bad before. I opened my mouth to breathe, having no menthol stick to slather under my nostrils like I used to for work.
No matter. Jostling them could have been the culprit. Movement that tore open the flesh and released pent up gases and pressure. It happened sometimes with body removals too. 
I picked up one of his ruined hands by the wrist, shuffling into a better angle by his knee. He couldn’t keep his head up, so it sloped between his collarbones, the mop of black hair once more obscuring most of his face. A tight line of anguish marred his mouth, but he was quiet as I tucked his elbow against his side then rotated the forearm out towards me like he was jumping rope. 
I stopped there, watching his face for when the tension fell away. “You never told me your name,” I murmured, wearing that professional calm like I’d never set aside my EMT uniform. “I can’t call you Badrock forever.”
“D’abeloloa ad B’adruokh,” he said. “My name is yours.”
“D’abel it is.” There was no way I’d be able to weave my tongue through all those unfamiliar syllables, but maybe I wasn’t meant to. The pronunciation was so close to the devil that a chill ran through me. 
A breathy huff of amusement, whether genuine or pained, gripped his mouth, and I used the opportunity to lift his shoulder centimeters at a time. When he winced, I stilled. Nothing good came from trying to force tense muscles to relocate a shoulder or hip. It was better to wait it out, even if my arms burned holding up the weight.
“I senten no fear on you, my lady,” he said quietly, as if he knew the distraction of our conversation was important. His tail curled around his legs, drawing my attention. “You do not weile or flen.” 
“I don’t… wail, or…” I tried to hear the connection of our English over the six hundred years that separated us, but it was hit or miss. “I’d have to be an idiot not to be wary of you, but I’m not afraid to die. Perhaps that’s the difference.”
“You will not di-hssssssss–” 
I rotated his shoulder back into its ball socket. A deep, masculine groan rolled through his throat that ended in a vindictive chuckle when the bones visibly popped, and the tip of his tail beat the ground like one might a fist against a table. He licked the corner of his mouth, panting through the pain. 
“Well played,” he rasped.
I smirked with smug pride, standing up and shaking out my legs from crouching so long. “I’ve been around the block, as we say in the twenty-first century.” 
I took two steps back and walked around his tail towards his other arm, picking my way through the remnants of the shed wall. 
The earth groaned and yawned again, knocking me off balance. 
D’abel’s tail grabbed me around the thigh and dragged me off my feet, taking advantage of my distraction. The breath left my lungs as he pulled me through the debris and gravel. My knife was in my hand without a thought, my grip sure from pure muscle memory and instinct, knowing exactly where it was at my waist. I sank the knife into the meat of his tail to the hilt. Black veins exploded around the blade, slithering through his scales like worms. 
D’abel’s hold tightened. He reached for me with the arm that I’d just set, using his hand as if it wasn’t blackened with parts I could see through between the bones and tendons. I withdrew my knife and punched down again and again, wasting no time with curses or threats. He was going to kill me if I didn’t hack my way out of his tail’s grip.
His desecrated hand locked down on my wrist before I could stab him a seventh time. He snarled, locking all of his working limbs around me, and fell back on his injuries. The groaning of the earth turned into a splintering. A deep, echoing sound like ropes snapping in a vast mountain cavern. I stopped trying to stab him as the chains in the stone crossbeam finally rattled. 
And then the piece of stone fell. 
Not to the ground, but through it, as if it were water. The ground beneath us undulated and tore apart while D’abel shimmied backwards, propelled by his oozing, bloodied tail. I helped with my boots, heels gouging out the soft ground.
“What the fuck?” I gasped. His bony hips pressed into the small of my back and his ankles went slack where he’d wrapped his legs round my thighs. The blackened hand on my wrist trembled as he fell limp, breathing hard.
“Ank… Anchor,” he managed. “Fell.”
I scrambled out of his makeshift cradle hold and peered into the sunken crater of the shed. A rectangular hole sat in the middle in exactly the shape of the crossbeam, bits of grass and rock falling into the nothingness. 
The hair stood on the back of my neck when I smelled the deep wealth of the soil, because I knew in my bones that it wasn’t the scent of Earth but somewhere other.
I turned back to D’abel with wide eyes. If I hadn’t smelled like fear before, I sure as hell did now. He lay on his back with his dislocated arm awkwardly smashed beneath his side and stretched unnaturally from shuffling. His newly injured tail had curled up on itself like a dying snake, weaving loop after loop over his hips and the scraps of cloth between them. The hand he’d grabbed me with was shriveled with pain upon his chest. His vision was swimming again, and veins of black radiated out from where I’d stabbed him. 
“Damn it,” I sighed. I sheathed my knife with trembling fingers, then wrapped myself in a hug, hiding my fists in Matthew’s sweater while the adrenaline worked its way through me. 
“I will be whole,” D’abel assured me again. 
“You saved me.” He didn’t respond. I took an angry step towards him, a maelstrom of anger and guilt building in my chest. “I thought you were going to kill me.”
“Better my blood than… your blood,” he sighed. His curved white teeth glinted as he smiled drunkenly. “You have less… of it.” 
“Damn it,” I snapped again under my breath, sitting down next to him. I stared at the rivulets of black streaming from his tail, drawn and exhausted. He needed stitches. I’d get my entire kit and bring it out with fresh towels. And make some tea. Not just for getting warm, but to help stop the bleeding. 
“Your blood for my blood,” he said again, eyes sliding to my hand. 
“Yes, I know. I need to go to the cottage, get some things to help you.” 
I stood up. 
“Yours… for mine.” 
“Yes, I heard–” 
My thoughts slowed. D’abel was staring at my wrist. 
He closed his eyes.
“I will be whole,” he repeated. “They will come here. You will go first.” 
“They will come?”
“Yes. The anchor…”
He didn’t need to tell me who. A fiend would come to check on what had happened. All of Wales had probably heard the anchor wail as it snapped and fell into the underworld. 
“Won’t they imprison you again?”
“No. I will find you.”
He would find me. He would become whole and he would find me and then he would want to trade. My blood for his blood. That was the deal I’d made, and he would hold me to it. Because he would become whole and he would find me. He could scent me.
My lizard brain begged me to run. Sweat broke out on my neck and beneath my arms. My heart and lungs raced, and my knees wobbled like jelly. Every flight instinct in my body wanted me to scramble away.
But my desperation was stronger. It would always be stronger.
I’d spilled plenty of blood in just thirty-three years of life. I would gladly spill my own too. If I needed to sign my name on the dotted line with the red stuff, so be it. 
I looked at the clean scrapes on my knuckles, flexing one shaking fist. The bad knick I’d gotten from the anchor had scabbed over while the others were faint and too thin to bleed again. I picked at it with short, dirt-encrusted nails, kneeling next to D’abel’s shoulder. 
“Here,” I said, massaging the wound until little beads of red swelled through the cold skin. “It’s not a lot.”
His side pupil dilated, catching the sight before his head turned to look at my hand with hunger. The streak of my dried blood on his face stood out in bright relief against his pale skin. He’d licked it away as high up his cheekbone as he could. When had he done that? While I was washing up?
D’abel’s lips parted, and I lifted the back of my hand to his mouth. His split tongue glistened as he pressed it to either side of my wound, and his eyes rolled closed. He sucked my knuckle into his mouth and massaged it like a baby on a nipple. I pressed my legs together as my heart raced, mesmerized by the bobbing of his throat, the way his curved fangs rested against my skin like upholstery sewing needles rather than sharp points.
Disturbed, I pulled back and stood up, flexing my hand. He’d left a red imprint of his mouth, a hickey that tingled in the chilly air.
“Find me if you live,” I breathed, unable to shake his glassy gaze.
“Yes.”
I turned on wooden legs and marched away. While D’abel lay in agony at the edge of the sagging earth, I packed everything I could carry. All the tea. All the processed foods. All the clean towels and extra clothes. Two candles. The half-empty propane tank.
Then I waded back out into the grass with my knife in my hand. I wasn’t going to sheath it until D’abel found me. 
They will come.
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The Oath of Frijaz
Strike mine chains, beloved, and liberate my soul
Return mine teeth, I will maim for you
Kiss mine claws, I will tear for you
Stroke mine scales, I will sigh for you
Free me
Free me, beloved, and I will be your weapon
Trust in me, I will carry you
Feed me, I will bleed for you
Love me
Please
All I am is yours
As long as we live, beloved
Longer
Forever
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THREE YEARS AGO.
The sound of my alarm, peppy and fast-paced, pulled me out of the sludge of sleep. I groaned, face buried firmly in my pillow. As I breathed in through my squashed nose, my short, matted hair tickled my nostrils. I sneezed, my head forced off the pillow in a spray of spit that wouldn’t let me lay it back down again without sacrificing some serious self-hygiene rules. 
Ugh, figures.
Bleary-eyed, still half-blind, I felt across the empty side of my bed for the vibrating menace. The alarm grew louder, screeching its high-pitched, damnably cheery tune. I found the stupid thing under a fold in the sheets and swiped the alarm to snooze. Momentarily nostalgic for the old clocks you could hit with a fist in the morning, I immediately succumbed to sleep again.
Mr. Happy Buzzkill went off fifteen minutes later. I grabbed it and threw it across the room. As soon as I realized I’d thrown my six-hundred-dollar phone in a fit of hungover rage, I jumped awake, searching for it on my carpet.
It lay innocuously next to my closet. I scrambled off the edge of the bed in my underwear and silk cami, cradled it in both hands, and closed my eyes.
“Please, please, please,” I drew out, enveloping it between my palms. I prayed to Cell Phone Schrodinger. “Don’t be cracked.”
Then I opened my eyes, pressed the home button, and breathed a sigh of relief.
As I padded barefoot to the bathroom, I checked all my social networks. Work was strictly no personal phones, so my messages built up quickly when I was working a lot. Meredith invited me to a party; I rsvp’d maybe. Her place was pretty far from my apartment, so even though it had been a while since we’d last caught up, I probably wouldn’t go. Not that I didn’t love her in the way you love your college friends that seem to have more exciting lives than you, but work was draining, and I wasn’t desperate to socialize with people I was jealous of.
I turned on the shower, waiting for the water to get warm by surfing through the photos from the bar the night before. I snickered aloud, liking my favorites as I went. Marissa and Reed balancing shots on their heads. Like. Reed and Gavin raising pints of frothing hops heaven high. Like. Glenn dipping me on the dance floor to some twerk-it rap remix. Aww yeah. Like. I seconded a series of comments dissing Ben’s stupid Yankees hat, lit my scented candle, and peeled off my clothes. An aromatic puff of energy-boosting body wash later and my hangover was old news.
No matter how much better my head felt, my stomach wasn’t having any of it. I’d opened my fridge, hoping something would sound appealing, but nothing came to mind. I actively went through a short list. Eggs? Ew, gross. The pancake batter I’d mixed up over the weekend? Too sweet. Leftover stir fry from last night when I tried out my new wok? Ugh, queasy. I grabbed the orange juice, shut the fridge, and opened the bread drawer. Toast it was.
My tablet beeped on the countertop as I watched the toaster unenthusiastically. I squinted at its lock screen. A video call? From…
“Oh shit!” I hissed, dodging into the living room to throw on clothes. My birthday suit was not appropriate for this call.
Just as the line was about to go dead, I leapt across the counter and swiped the answer icon. My screen went black for a moment, then Uncle Jim’s aging face popped up, nostrils first.
“Hello?” he called loudly, altogether too close to the camera. “Can you see me, hon?”
“Uncle Jim!” I huffed, sliding off the counter. My toast popped up behind the screen. “How’s the birthday girl?”
He squinted at me, smiling but obviously unhappy. He wiped his thick, grey whiskers with a calloused hand. “It’s almost ten at night. What are you doing with orange juice?”
I slid the glass off screen. “Long day at work,” I shrugged. “Just wanted something refreshing.”
“You’re working night shifts again, aren’t you?” he gruffed. A dog barked in the background at something on television.
Having never successfully lied to my uncle, I grabbed a piece of toast and started munching. With the most serene expression I could muster, I said, “I’m happy. And safe, I promise.” A tall, awkward girl walked on the outer edge of the screen. “Hey, Jess! Get over here!”
Uncle Jim moved over, sliding their home screen around the kitchen counter until they both fit. I munched happily on my plain toast and orange juice. Jess was growing up so fast. Sixteen, as beautiful as a pageant queen. She was just too awkward to know it yet. I’d always said she got the good genes.
“Hi, sis,” she said. I creased my brow, getting close to the screen.
“Hey, is that,” I began with great concern,“is there something on your face? What is that?”
Jess put her hand to her jaw immediately. I got so close my face took up the entire screen, as if somehow getting closer would magnify my view. She looked at me in horror.
“Ha!” I laughed, sitting back. “Cool it, birthday girl. No zits. But seriously, you’ve gotta be, like, six feet tall. And boobs? You’re not allowed to get any older. It stops now.”
Teen rage was quickly replaced by a snicker. Jess and I smiled at each other with identical grins.
“Got your present,” she hedged.
“Yeah, did you like it?”
“Now that’s something we need to discuss, young lady,” Uncle Jim cleared his throat in his sternest voice. He shook his finger at me. I was well-acquainted with the gesture. As a child, I had been a resident of the perpetual state of You’re Grounded. I shared a moment of dubious glee with my sister as our guardian crowded her out of the camera eye. “A paintball gun? We do not condone violence in this family.”
“Uncle Jim,” I said sweetly. “Every kid around here probably has one. It’s not violence. It’s more like… a water balloon fight with paint.” I smiled innocently at him. “It teaches teamwork, and gets her outside to play. Would you rather help her with home ec homework orrrr teach her how to shoot someone in the butt?”
“Hey now,” he said, slightly panicked at the smirk tugging at his mustache. He clasped the edge of the kitchen table. “That’s a loaded question.”
“Yeah, c’mon, Uncle Jim. I swear I’ll only use it at the park,” Jess echoed, clasping her hands together. Our uncle closed his eyes and sighed. With the lines of deepest regret on his face, he nodded.
“Oh, alright, alright,” he mumbled. Jess exploded from her chair and hugged him tight. Without the fortitude to deny my little sister such happiness, he slowly melted into a laugh, patting her slender hands with his leathery knuckles with deep ravines carved by years of welding and hard labor.
I looked at the time on my phone and scrunched up my face with a sheepish scowl.
“Sorry, Jess, but I have to leave for work.”
She let go of our uncle and sat back down beside him. “Geez, it’s like you’re an adult or something.”
“Don’t rub it in,” I winced.
“Have a good shift, hon,” Uncle Jim said.
“I will. And happy birthday, Jess! Send me pictures from the paintball park, okay?”
“Definitely,” she nodded.
“Bye!”
We all waved to each other, and I turned off the video call. I jumped up as soon as their faces disappeared. If I didn’t leave in five minutes, I would be late to the hospital.
≋
Leaving the training room, I breathed a sigh of relief and stretched my arms high. Having all of us EMTs in one room was a giant sausage fest with only Marissa and me to stave off the machismo. 
“Looks like we’re partnered up for the weekend,” Gavin said, walking by. I couldn’t help but grin at him.
“Yeah, looks like.”
He walked backward a few paces, watching me stretch. I didn’t mind watching him either.
“Looking forward to it,” he said meaningfully. I nodded, raising a brow. He turned away, splitting off toward the ambulance garage.
Reed, my usual partner in crime, came up next to me and poked my rib. My arms came crashing down to my sides in a defensive position. He laughed that rich, deep laugh and shouldered me toward the cafeteria.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” I groaned as he filled a plate for me.
“Nah, you need food. I can tell you haven’t eaten yet.”
“Not true. And besides, hangovers are a surefire way to get this girl from a size eight to a six.”
“Two things: toast and juice don’t count as food; and when you’re about to be on call for a sixteen-hour shift, I don’t care what size your dream jeans are, you need to pack on some energy.” Reed waved a spoon in my face. A mashed potatoey spoon that had a couple peas stuck to it. When he handed me the towering plate of mystery meat, steamed vegetables, and, of course, mashed potatoes, I accepted begrudgingly.
“So you wanna come over tomorrow, have dinner with Glenn and me?” Reed asked, finding us a table. I grabbed us each a water and coffee.
“You mean, do I wanna come over and give you guys a cooking lesson?”
Reed shrugged. “I can’t help it if we’re dumbnuts in the kitchen.”
I flicked a pea at him. He blocked with his spoon and a terrible ninja sound effect.
“Can a Black man be racist?” I pondered, trying hard not to laugh at the serious ninja face he was making. A patient walked by in her robe and slippers, watching us suspiciously. I leaned in, laughing behind my hand. “Because she definitely thought that was racist.”
Reed laughed into his coffee, palm slapped against his forehead. Although I couldn’t see the blush on his espresso-bean skin, his smile was sheepish, shoulders hunched in immature embarrassment.
“Is she gone?”
I nodded, chewing my mystery meat.
We both sat back, enjoying the fade of giggles. I took a big gulp of coffee, chewing on a breadstick. Reed sized me up, dipping his fork into a big mess of food and gravy.
“So how was your date last night, lucky charm?” he asked, wagging an eyebrow. I scoffed at him, putting pepper on my entire plate. Hospital food, no matter how good the hospital, always tasted like hot water mush.
“C’mon, do you have to call me that?”
“Hell yeah, I do!” Reed exclaimed. “How many times have you found my keys or stopped my bag from getting stolen out at Mass and Cass? Or what about the time I couldn’t find my wedding ring, and you stopped me from using the disposal because your spidey sense told you it was stuck down there? You’re so damned good at that shit, I’m tempted to take you to Vegas as my arm candy for a poker stint.”
“I’m not even Irish!”
“Woman, don’t you try to get off the subject. Date night. The horizontal hokey pokey. How was it?” my partner begged with steepled fingers.
“Jesus, Reed, horny much?”
He wriggled in his seat like an impatient toddler. 
“Don’t call me out like that. I’m a married man and Glenn’s schedule is opposite mine this week.”
“Sounds like you need to pay Glenn a visit at the ward,” I teased, making an obscene gesture with my hand, tongue pressed into the side of my cheek. 
“You think I haven’t tried? I’m in love with a lawful good and it’s killing my chaotic neutral soul.”
“Nah, I think edging is the word you’re looking for.”
“Please serve me some tea. This is torture!”
I shrugged, looking away. “I didn’t invite him back.”
Reed’s mouth fell open. “But… You two have been undressing each other with your eyes for weeks now. Nothing? You just decided, hmm, I like this puppy in the window, but I’m going to leave it right here, all sad and horny.”
I nearly spit out my peas and broccoli, looking around wildly for any of the guys, or worse, our supervisor.
“Not so loud!”
“Hey, you’re the one leaving me out to dry. I thought it was a done deal!”
I sighed, suddenly pensive. I pushed some food around on my plate, the slop that passed for gravy mixing with my other foods. “I don’t know, Reed. You know I don’t like complicated. Gavin’s nice–”
“And a hunk.”
I glared at him. “And obviously looking for something long-term. You know I’m not that kind of girl. At least not right now.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Reed sighed, not at all satisfied. 
Reed sat back and let out a frustrated breath, but nodded in understanding. The walkie on his shoulder barked with a nasally voice and static. He picked it up, turning the volume knob as we both listened for the repeat.
“Dispatch to Vehicle A4, what’s your location, over?” 
Setting down his fork, Reed chugged the last of his coffee and stood. I got up with him and started putting our trays away as he raised the walkie to his mouth. 
“A4 to Dispatch, 10-8, over. Finishing up breakfast.”
“We have a Delta-2-4-Bravo-2 at Ruggles Station. Request for immediate assistance, over.”
“Copy that. We’re riding out, over.”
“What’s up?” I asked, preoccupied with the buttons on my field jacket. We fell in stride, running toward our vehicle.
“Woman in labor, life-threatening, anonymous tip.” He unlocked our ambulance, which we affectionately called Bessy, and I slid into the driver’s seat.
“Guess we’ll have to talk about my love life later.”
As soon as his door was shut, I drove us out of the garage, turned on the lights, and hit the sirens.
≋
After Cass and Mass’s infamous tent city was gutted, Boston got a little more dangerous. The community had been tight-knit, watching out for their neighbors just like any suburb, but when their tents came down and they were told to move on without solid solutions for everyone, that community scattered. Addicts overdosed without a reliable spotter, dealers got away with lacing their supply, and the tide of desperation and struggle overflowed into robbery, assault, and a fear of the dark.
Ruggles Station and the neighborhood around Northeastern University was one of the places where the homeless hid from flashing lights, found crevices to store their things, and sleep. Underpasses, cinder block sound barriers, behind dumpsters with overgrown weeds, and especially the park corridors surrounding the subway tracks and parking structures. We’d heard several calls for the neighborhood in the last few months and were on the front lines of watching it crumble. 
“Dispatch said transit police should be on site. Go on ahead, I’ll bring up the rear,” Reed said with a frown, ducking into the back. He was setting up the IV, getting out medicines, unlocking the gurney. I stowed my phone in the glove compartment, locked it, and rolled my eyes.
“Afraid of a little placenta, Reed?”
“Very funny.”
I joked because I was nervous. He didn’t need to tell me to get a move on. The call was urgent and the fact that it was an anonymous call worried me. It could be an overdose case desperate to get a quick response, or it could be legitimate. I hoped for the former because whenever the guys came back from a call like this, it took them weeks to recover if it went wrong.
The station’s milky windowpane arches loomed at the top of several wide flights of stairs, striking the reflections of surrounding street lamps and heralding passengers through its steel and cement corridor like church-goers at a cathedral. It was quiet and abandoned, without a soul in sight, including police. I checked the road behind me as I took the steps, hoping to see the flash of their lights parked somewhere in the still night, but there was nothing.
There was light ahead though, the iconic pink and orange of a Dunkin Donuts. I took the rest of the stairs two at a time, determined to shake off the eerie silence and help whoever had called. Even if it was an overdose and they’d lied, I would be relieved to give them a dose of Naloxone and the safety of the ER. 
A small crowd of heads greeted me as I bounded up to the station entrance, all staring inward at the glow of the closed donut shop. I slowed, short of breath, relieved to see them. 
“Emergency responder,” I panted loudly, garnering a few glances. “Know where I’m supposed to go?” I asked. A man in grimy jeans and an old peacoat layered with a trash bag pointed to the empty subway platforms below as a light flickered in the gritty tile-lined stairwell. Most of the lights were on timers, so the corridor was dark and threatening.
I was about to ask if anyone was with her or knew what was going on when I heard the scream. It descended over the crowd through thin panes of glass, acidic and sickly. The hair stood on my arms and I looked at the people with disbelief. No one was moving to help her, staring through the window grates with a shared look of doom and apprehension.
I tightened my grip on the bag strap slung over my shoulder and pulled the flashlight out of my belt. Leaning into my walkie, I radioed out. 
“Vehicle A4 to Dispatch, do you copy?”
“Dispatch here, over.”
“Delta-2-4-Bravo-2, on scene. She’s on the Orange line platform. Will confirm once I have eyes on her, but we’re definitely going to need the fire department, over.”
The line was silent for a moment. When it crackled to life, nearby fire sirens were already starting up. I blew out a sigh of relief, my confidence restored by the sound of incoming backup.
“A 10-27 is on its way, A4.”
“Copy that.” I caught the old man’s eyes and gave him a succinct nod. “Thanks.”
“You should leave her,” he said in a muddy, gummy slur. A young woman with horribly bleached hair sticking over her forehead smacked his shoulder and he blinked, rolling his jaw around as he stared wide-eyed holes into the floor. 
My brow creased. “Another EMT is coming up. Tell him where to go,” I said as another moan rolled up the stairs and reverberated through the steel rafters. 
“Sure,” the woman warbled, jaw clenched.
I left them with a knot in my gut and fearful tar on the bottoms of my boots. Every step forward was a testament to my paycheck. Maybe if this weren’t my job, I would stand paralyzed in the station too, chilled by her banshee cries.  
A bead of anxious sweat trickled down the back of my neck as I took the stairs. Short hair matted against my forehead and cheeks. I told myself that the next time I decided to cut my hair in a bob, I was going to remember this moment. Then I was going to use that money to eat at a four-star restaurant instead. Having a ponytail in my line of work was worth more than a safe full of gold.
I called out to the woman as I toed my way down to the final step. The lights on timers never turned back on, even when I waved my arms in the air. Another scream echoed through the Orange line platform, raising the hair on my arms. 
“Ma’am!” I tried, my own voice echoing. I heard a shuffle, some grit underfoot. There was heavy breathing somewhere, but my flashlight wasn’t covering much ground. 
“Paramedics are on the scene!” I called out. “If you can hear me, please respond!”
The air displaced as I marched down the platform. Rumbling, whining. I craned my neck around the bend of the railway to see an oncoming spotlight. The familiar tones of the T announcing an arriving metro soothed my nerves, and the steel overpass growled as the train approached, filling the station like an organ pipe vibrating in tune.
But then the train sped past. I turned my head with a gasp and stumbled to a stop. Something had been next to my ear, I was sure of it. The humid chill of someone’s breath on my neck.
The train receded and the silence filled the air like sand into the nooks and crannies of my ears. No screams, no agonized groans of labor pains. Only the sound of my breath shaking.
What was taking Reed so long?
I leaned into my walkie. “Reed?” I asked, breaking protocol. “You coming or what? Copy.”
Waiting for his answer was like counting the heartbeats between thunder and lightning. One… two… three… four…
“Hey, lucky charm,” he voice broke through with static. “Had to find an elevator. There in a jiff. Copy.”
My breath blew out in a tight woosh. Backup was on the way. 
“Ma’am?” I called out again. There was scuffling, but no voice. My boot crunched down on a piece of broken glass. I turned my flashlight to the floor, skirting past cigarette butts and one of those press-on nails you could buy for kids at the pharmacy. Scanning the rest of the path, it looked clear.
A high, preening moan came from my left. I trained my flashlight on the sound, a broken LED monitor that had probably advertised perfumes and men’s watches in snappy little ten second videos. Now it was dark save a web of flickering nodes that glowed green and white near the base.
Bare, caramel toes came into view and overrode the growing sense of fear in my chest from feeling my way around the station in the dark. They were painted red, ankles swollen with the telltale signs of late pregnancy. The woman’s foot was dirty, covered in black asphalt stains, cuts, and who knew what else.
Her leg shook. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Her toes, her ankle, didn’t move as if she’d tensed or shifted. I took a step closer, heart in my throat. My flashlight beam hit a dark shimmer on the ground. A stream of dark garnet oozed between the old red bricks. My heart flew into my throat.
“EMTs are here!” I called, breaking into a run. “Ma’am, can you hear me? I need you to–” 
I turned the corner. My flashlight found a moving shadow, its bony back curled over the woman’s belly. It crooned, mimicking the sounds of the woman in labor with delight. The mother-never-to-be stared at me blankly, legs spread open. The thing perched between her thighs had its hands deep in her swollen stomach, its mouth full of ground organ and bone. It was scooping, scooping like a mole digging a tunnel—
The monster hissed at my light and snarled at me. It squinted and strained against the harsh beam, deep sea eyes swimming like raisins that had rotted in dishwater. It bared a mouthful of sharp teeth set in many rows all the way to the curve of its throat, smelling the air with flat, slitted nostrils. As I watched, hair grew from its head like black worms, spiraling down its sticky shoulders. It grew into frizzy, sweaty curls, the same as those matted to the dead woman’s cheeks. 
I gasped and shuddered, icy shock slamming into my spine. I stumbled backward, dropping my flashlight and bag, tripping over them as my limbs flailed in terror. 
The flashlight beam rolled away and the monster’s eyes flew open, pinpointing me in a moment. I scrabbled for it on the floor as I fell, and the atrocity jumped, pushing it out of my reach. The light flared wildly across the bricks as it grabbed my head by the temples, its claws piercing through the skin and scraping at my skull. 
I screamed. And then remembered nothing at all.
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I lay in the mud, in my own rot and blood. 
And I stared.
At the flat-bladed, dark green grass and the dried shoots of flowering bushes that died more each day as the cold of winter descended. At the curvature of the rocky terrain, rising around me like a bowl. At the black scar of a void the anchor had left behind without my spirit to hold it aloft. 
And the sky. 
The sky with clouds that hung so near I could taste them. Misty pops of cold that peppered my parched lips…
Thirst and agony fought a vicious battle in my throat. I swallowed hard, savoring that single drop of freedom again even as it caused an inferno within.
“Itz always the quiet ones, izz’n it?” 
They had been silent in their approach, but even if they'd worn bangles around their ankles like the old days, I wouldn't have heard them. Gamil crouched naked beside me, taking in the sky with their elbows propped on their knees like they were seeing it for the first time in eight hundred years too. 
“Of course you would be the first to break free,” they continued conversationally, abandoning the speech of my lady for a more familiar tongue. It was a relief to understand without the strain. I was no longer upholding a corner of the world’s veil, so I would learn my lady’s tongue much more quickly, but my mind was still muddled, numbed by deprivation and pain. “Calculating, patient. If only your fellow ghasts were so resilient.”
I might have mistaken the comment as a barb if I had the energy. I needed the rest, however. To focus on spreading my lady’s drop of blood through my flesh. As small as a pearl, but that gift was the greatest I’d ever been given.
“Your children are coming,” I reminded them quietly. “Leave me to my peace, fallen one.” 
Gamil smiled. “They were planning to replace you soon.”
I trained my left peripupil on them as they looked up at the sky. Their countenance was difficult to look at, always changing in minute ways, never the same. Changeability was the abandoned god’s nature. It manifested in the morphing of their smile from thin to full, bowed to flat. From the snub of their nose to a button to a point to an arch. Never directly when one looked at them, but always in the periphery, searching for the visage that made one’s breath short and their scent sweeten.
I found them difficult to look at because they had learned my preferred visage long ago. A white mane as fine as spider silk. Red eyes the same as mine. A sophomoric crease of the brow and a long, elegant neck. 
“Your children will assume I rotted away, then?” I guessed.
Gamil winked at me from the face of my brother. When the eye opened again, it had only one grey pupil instead of two golden ones. 
“We do always enjoy our visits,” they said with relish. Exhausting. Gamil spoke in a way one must interpret. “Perhaps you will take our benevolence into account when you reclaim your former magnificence.”
“I will not worship you.”
Gamil sighed. “Our entreaties always go unheard with you ghasts. The only creature with no gods. Do you fancy yourselves to be gods, is that the reason? We assure you that you’re not. You die for one, even if you take your time doing it.” 
I closed my eyes, allowing them to spout their tiresome monologues as they did whenever they visited. 
“We suppose we’ll just continue to wander aimlessly, destroying human lives without intention for another millenia until either you relent or our children find their way again. Maybe freeing you was a good thing. Gives this whole rebellious phase a kick in the arse.”
“Your children are not rebelling. They are feral. And you did not free me,” I sighed, closing my eyes. The backs of my eyelids glowed red with the light. I focused on the thin warmth of the sun behind the clouds.
“No… but someone did,” they purred.
Gamil traced the dried trail of my lady’s blood from my temple to the smears at the corner of my mouth. I hissed in my chest as the blue osmium dangling from their ears and neck tinkled in the breeze. 
“Unhand me.”
“Mortal blood is never this bitter,” they murmured. I opened my eyes to find them mere inches from my nose. 
“Bitter for you,” I goaded in a pained slur, all my fangs glinting in a wide, breathless smile. “My lady’s blood is the most beguiling nectar I have ever tasted.” 
“Impossible,” Gamil spat, wiping at their tongue with distaste and envy.
Laughter would have been too painful, but I couldn’t help the smug satisfaction of a purr. My lady’s blood had chosen me alone, and now I knew it to be true. The deep heat that had seeped through my spirit when I’d given her my soul had been real, even if my delivery had been clumsy. She understood my disjointed words. She accepted them, reciprocated them, even as I lay rotting and weak at her feet.
Gamil’s mischievous nature hardened as they leaned back on their haunches. When they opened their mouth to speak, their teeth were no longer curved like mine, but square and straight.
“Your chalice?” When I remained silent, they blew out a disbelieving breath. “Perhaps b’adruokh are gods, after all.” 
“Recall, I can die. You cannot.”
Gamil wisely kept their peace.
“Will you be a spectator when they come?” I asked. “Or will you aid me at last?”
The unsettled frown that marred my brother’s stolen features lightened into something more familiar to the fallen one, less like my brother and more comfortable to bear. 
“Are we not aiding you now? We told you they will come.”
“When?”
“Oh, soon, we suppose.”
“Very helpful.”
Gamil squinted sheepishly. “Our plight is tragic, I know. The auf abandoned us, but maybe one day they will return. When they do, they will know we never stopped loving them and will cherish us all the more.”
When the god stood, they wore black clothing, my brother’s lean tail having vanished. They looked out at the horizon with purpose. 
“You will be loved,” I offered them in comfort as the wind blew, chiming through my brother’s jewelry which tangled in the muss of my lady’s chin-length chestnut hair.
“Rest, ghast,” Gamil said in a deep, hollow tone. “It’s not long now.”
Droplets of water fell on my feverish skin and I sighed, spent by our conversation. I closed my eyes and surrendered to sleep, trusting that even if the fallen god would not help me, they would wake me for the fight to come.
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A black shadow stood not ten feet from me, frozen in the frigid blue night.
It hadn’t moved or made a sound as the wind howled, racing over the hills and shivering the bushes. But I was certain it was real.
They will come.
Heart in my throat with twists of hair beating my face like twine, I stared without blinking at the black silhouette and slowly threaded my right hand through my duffel’s strap so that its weight hung from only one shoulder. 
In all the hours I’d been walking, I’d kept my chipped iron knife in my hand, the textured hilt imprinted on my palm. I'd been expecting a sound before they found me, like a monster film. Growls, howls, snarls… anything but this eerie silence. Quiet before a storm. I'd been sure that the figures in the dark, first one, now two, were a product of my paranoia. Getting so close to one now, I knew that I'd fucked up. 
My only chance was to make myself look like easy prey, and even then, I wasn't likely to last long. So much for building an uneasy alliance. I took a fortifying breath and lowered my knife with a loosened grip.
“Just my imagination,” I said, teeth clenched against the cold. 
Then I turned my back on the figure and walked away. 
Three steps later, a heavy weight fell on my duffel and ripped into its contents like a sack of flour. Claws caught on my hair as I stumbled backwards and fell with purpose, pinning the fiend beneath my supplies. 
Knife hand already free from the straps, I scrambled to my knees and sliced wildly at the air behind me as I turned. The monstrosity shrieked in rage, tossing the pack across the rocks with ease. As its arm extended to fling the duffel out of its way, I took a chance and tackled it, pushing my forearm up against its chin. 
With a violent wail, I pressed my jagged knife to its throat and tore through its trachea with all my might. Its claws grappled with my arms, slipping for purchase as it drowned in its own blood. It wore the face of an old man with drooping earlobes and a thin, hooked nose. Dead-fish eyes swam and needle teeth clicked as it sputtered and coughed, filling my nose with the scent of decay and old tobacco. 
Just as I put my knife to its throat again, something as unyielding as a tree trunk wrapped around my waist and yanked me back. I flew, dropping my knife when the breath was swept out of my lungs in a crushing grip. The world spun like I was dancing, and a thick arm banded my biceps to a hard chest coated in a cold sheen of mist. 
D’abel held a young woman by the neck at arm’s length, just out of reach as she cried and reached for me with blackened fingertips. Warmth blossomed in my chest looking at the round whites of her eyes in the darkness, the silky black fan of her long hair, the curve of her shadow that promised she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. 
The b’adruokh crushed her windpipe without ceremony, then unhinged his jaw and brought that fang-filled maw down onto the meat of her shoulder. His shoulders tensed in pain as the angry black infection in his skin swelled. The woman hissed and released me from her thrall, struggling to be free as his throat scales glowed soft white and he drank her soul dry. 
I struggled too, fixated in horror as the young woman’s face shrank like a raisin, hugging her bones in dark, leathery folds. Her flesh cracked like the desert and crumbled, falling in clumps of dirt at D’abel’s feet within seconds. He let me go as she whittled away in his embrace and I fell on my butt, scurrying to get out of the range of his twitching tail. I bumped into another body, this one much less elegantly decomposed, with an arm torn asunder and its face an indistinguishable mush at the end of its neck, whittled down like an old anthill. I screamed, then clapped my hand over my mouth and huddled in place.
D’abel snapped his attention towards me, panting for breath with hunched shoulders that now glowed a dim white from his meal. His veins pulsed in stark relief like black spiderwebs against the glow, and an angry void vibrated against his throat, thousands of bees fighting to get free. He glanced between the three dead fiends and down at the pile of earth at his feet. The wind still blew, but all I could hear were his lungs pumping and my heart having a tantrum, screaming in my ears about why I wasn’t fleeing for my life.
“I found you,” D’abel rasped, watching me with his side pupil as if he was afraid to move. Afraid I might run. His voice was worse than when I’d left him and he swallowed with a wince, baring his fangs. Soft pulses of moonlight slid down his throat and chest like the bioluminescence of a deep sea creature. “As you willed it. I found you,” he sighed in a relieved whisper
“You’re alive,” I grunted, trying to sound impressed rather than rooted in terror to the damp rocks. I held myself up on shaking forearms, one elbow weaker than the other. Adrenaline coursed through my blood, causing tremors that made my teeth chatter and my abdomen clench. 
D’abel cocked an exhausted sideways grin and turned to face me, his muscular hips shifting with his weight. 
“I am, my lady.”
“I told you to stop calling me that,” I said between chattering. 
Snapping was easier than letting the fear seep in, but I recognized that I was a cornered kitten, not a tiger. Maybe D’abel recognized it too, because he knelt in front of me in slow deliberation. I couldn’t make out much, but he no longer smelled, and both of his arms were in the right places. Similar to a glowing sticker on a kid’s bedroom wall late at night, his edges and details were hazy.
“I have no other name to call you by… my lady,” he murmured. With amusement. 
I shut my mouth tight as he curled one hand gently around the base of my neck and lifted my weight off my palms. I slouched forward but turned my head sideways, not wanting to share breath. It felt too… intimate. 
Instead, I searched for the wreckage of my duffel, grappling with the fact that he’d been right when he’d said he was a man. D’abel wasn’t an injured animal. He was a person with a personality, and the dark simmer of his voice made me uncomfortable. Little hairs of warning rose on the back of my neck as soon as his hand left it to the biting cold.  
“You are injured.”
“So are you. Right?” Please let him still be injured. It was a brittle, callous thought, but I needed to know he didn’t heal in the blink of an eye. The fact that he was walking at all…
D’abel swallowed and it sounded like a tumbler full of razor blades. “Yes.” His pink eyes descended to my arm. “But I will be whole soon.”
At his words, I started to feel the numb sting of cold flesh and hot lacerations. I held up my arm, touching the shreds of my jacket. I felt exhausted by the thought of solving any problem at all, but that wouldn’t stitch up my arm or sterilize it.
“If you can see in the dark, you could go find my first aid kit. I think it’s that way,” I said with a hoarse sniff, nodding towards a black lump that might have been a rock or might have been my bag. 
Or the head of the body that was still warm at my back.
“Your blood, my blood.”
I glanced at the heavens for a breather. Just a few minutes of normalcy, please. I’d just survived an encounter with fiends that definitely would have raked my guts through the mud if it weren’t for a snake man I’d freed from an anchor that fell into a black hole inside the earth. Maybe I should have expected that the things I killed unseen meant there were many things unknown too, but it was too much at once. I needed to just… sit. 
So I did. I took my time while the wet ground seeped through the butt of my pants and the pain deepened, throbbing up the length of my arm. There was ligament and nerve damage, by the tingling in my fingers–something I couldn’t simply stitch up.
“What does it mean?” I croaked with defeat, a fog rising from the earth as dawn drew nearer, lightening the cloud cover on the horizon. “Your blood, my blood?”
D’abel was still crouched before me, leaning into my personal space and crowding my knees. I got the impression he was balancing on the base of his tail, but still couldn’t see well enough to tell. He shifted at my question, reaching for my hand. 
“My lady’s blood is rich with iron,” he murmured, lifting the wrist of my uninjured arm. He looked at the sky and pressed my fingertips to his neck. I squinted, brushing his scales as I tried to feel what he was showing me. Rows of vertical indentations like blackened razor scars banded his neck in a thick collar. 
“What is this?”
“My bondage. Your blood will give me frijaz. Sweet… liberation,” he tried. “Your blood will take the iron, and I will hunt the auf again, by your side.”
Something in his neck pricked my finger and I pulled back with a hissed curse, sucking the tip between my lips. A shiver ran through my chest as I leaned in closer, feeling with more intent. 
Those weren’t scars.
Those were needles.
And they weren’t just lined along the surface of his flesh. As I gently pushed, I found them nestled in the space between his trachea and his jugular. Speaking, moving, breathing, swallowing, eating. D’abel must have been in utter agony.
“How much do you need?” I asked, feeling sick with both empathy and terror. I’d seen how he sucked that woman dry in mere moments while her doe eyes went wide and she realized it was over. Whether it was desperate hunger or not, I couldn’t shake the imagined sensation of D’abel’s teeth latching onto my neck instead of hers. The heat pulled out of me, from my toes to my ears. 
“I give you myn… my spirit in exchange.” He lowered my good fingers and pushed up on my bloody sleeve. I grimaced as he revealed my arm, sticky with blood. “You will be whole.”
Dawn was coming quickly now. I could see D’abel much better in the diffused grey glow rising over the hills. His hair was long and white–not black–and draped behind his pointed ears. The swelling was gone and his scales were no longer yellow with infection. Veins of black still crept beneath his flesh like branches of a deathly mycelium, radiating out from his neck.
Those needles are what rotted him down to goop and bones. Not the chains or the prickly shed. Not the torture. 
The real iron maiden was his fucking collar.
“How much, D’abel?” 
“All of it, in time. Mine will be yours, on oþre wisan. You will purify me and I will strengthen you.”
An ambiguous description for an ominous exchange. Deeper and more meaningful than I was willing to entertain. But just like before, I felt it in my bones and accepted it anyway. Not because D’abel was inevitable, but because my arm was ruined.
I couldn’t go to a hospital for treatment. It was too much of a risk. 
“How about just enough to fix this?” I asked, staring at my arm as wet blood dripped from my sleeve.
D’abel bowed his head, but I caught the strain on his features in the growing light. He breathed in my scent with flared nostrils, all four pupils transfixed by the rivers of red that painted my sleeve and skin. He clenched his jaw and rubbed his bloodied claws against his thumbs absently, as if he could absorb it through his skin like lotion. 
“Yes,” he agreed on a tense breath. He pressed one claw into the pad of his finger and black blood swelled up, a shiny beetle ready to take flight. It was almost nothing, just a tongue’s swipe. D’abel held his finger before my lips and stared at my mouth. 
I leaned into his finger and cushioned the tip with my tongue. 
The flavor of his blood wasn’t like my own. It was spicy like sweet chilis. Complex like oyster sauce. Ancient and vast, and against my better judgment, I savored it, swirling it across the roof of my mouth with my tongue. 
I wasn’t able to savor it for long though. A scorching pain rose in my arm. Only a little at first, and then into a stinging, angry inferno. I cried out with a grimace, held my bicep, and rocked back and forth.
“You will be whole. Heal,” D’abel rasped, watching my arm with wonder. “Myn chalis.” 
“Jesus, fuck,” I snarled, wriggling my toes to feel anything other than the disturbing, ropey sensation of my ligaments stitching themselves back together like string cheese in reverse. “Does it always hurt like this?”
“I did not have you before, so I cannot say,” D’abel said in a mesmerized tone.
“What?”
“Myn chalis.”

“Chalice?”
D’abel took my healing injury in his hands and began massaging around the edges. Against all logic, his touch relieved some of the agony. “You. B’adruokh can only ever take one. You are mine.” 
The pain lessened and my flesh itched bone deep in the convening silence. Sweat beaded my brow and neck from the stress of healing, and the wind sent a shiver through my skin. D’abel was staring at my arm like it was the holy grail. Maybe it was, by the disturbing, reverent gleam burning deep in the black embers of his pupils. I pulled my arm against my chest, out of sight.
“I’m not just a cup you get to drink from and throw in the trash after,” I amended, forcing him to look into my hard stare. “Right? I’m not her.”
I nodded towards the pile of soil a few feet away. 
D’abel’s mouth split open into a smile that exposed the membranes in the hinges of his mandibles. The split stretched almost to his ears as his silky white hair slithered over one shoulder. “You are not the auf, my lady.”
“I don’t appreciate the amusement in this life-altering conversation.”
He pressed his lips closed but couldn’t flatten the curl at the edges. “Of course.”
The itching subsided and all at once, my arm was–to use D’abel’s words–whole. I flexed my hand, and when I looked back at D’abel’s elegant features, he raised one brow, as if that was the answer to my question. I sighed, and stripped off my jacket.
“Take it,” I said, pushing my cold, sticky sweater sleeve up and thrusting my hand towards him. Blood was caked in my nails and cuticles, and I was suddenly glad that most of my healing had happened when it was too dark to see the insides of my own body. 
The air thickened as D’abel swallowed, all those needles beneath his scales undulating like a wave. He wavered forward on his haunches and sucked my fingertip into his mouth. 
The warm, wet suction pulled on my lower abdomen like a string, and he kept my eye as he took his time. The tail he leaned on stretched to life, coiling across the rocks and debris like it had a mind of its own, winding closer to us from the base to the tip in a slow, languid arch. 
And as we stared at each other, some of the dark currant red of D’abel’s eyes returned. His side pupils brightened, and the whites of his eyes cleared. He blinked, letting my finger loose from his lips with a shudder and licking them, splitting his tongue between the top and bottom. 
“Thank you,” he murmured, leaning away once more with tightened fists. He averted his eyes first this time, staring at the body behind me with a faraway gaze and a clenched jaw. 
I blinked at him, looking at the one clean knuckle with a swoop in my stomach like surviving a roller coaster unscathed. Monster films and gothic vampire horrors had conditioned me to expect pain and punctures. 
“That’s it?” I asked, waving my sticky fingers at him. “You don’t want all of this?”
His eyes jumped to mine. “Just enough, my lady said.”
I rolled my tongue over the roof of my mouth, savoring the phantom of his taste without thought. “I don’t want anymore, but if you’d like to clean me up, consider it yours.”
“Then yes,” he whispered, wide-eyed.
I extended my hand and he took my thumb into his mouth with vigor. He sucked each digit, swirling his forked tongue around the knuckles, pulsing it in the webbed space between fingers, swallowing and murmuring with relish. He didn’t use his hands, instead nudging my palm and wrist with his nose where he wanted it to go, smearing his cheeks and brow with red. He opened his mouth against my wrist and snaked that tongue down my forearm, longer than any human tongue I’d ever seen. The relaxed curve of his python fangs rubbed against my wrist and left a dangerous tingle in their wake. When his eyes slit open, glinting in the early morning from beneath thick, feathery white lashes, they were glassy and dark.
That’s when I realized… D’abel was beautiful.
He was beautiful in the way of handcrafted porcelain figurines and pearls. My core was so hot I could barely breathe. I wanted to thread my fingers through his hair and find out what sorts of sounds he’d make if I did.
D’abel left a hickey on my pulse and turned my forearm over, cleaning the top in long, slow laps. I stared at the top of his head in alarm as he bowed over the bloody arm I balanced on my knee for him. My brow creased, unease growing in my gut. 
My body soaked up the syrupy heat of lust like a sponge, melting the marrow-deep chill and the slush running through my veins. I didn’t want him to stop. Ever. The way his muscular tongue danced with my fingers was a sin I wanted every waking moment. My breath grew shallow, my cheeks red from a flush instead of the bite of the wind.
D’abel was so achingly beautiful. 
I knew fiends by feel. The warmth they inspired in me. The sense of family, hope, affection, lust… I’d learned my lesson long ago. If I wanted to hunt them, I couldn’t trust good feelings. I had to be stoic and numb, disconnected and unafraid.
The way D’abel’s tongue massaged my flesh, though, was the sort of good that spilled over into addiction. How he groaned, sucking the blood-soaked cuff of my sleeve. How he kept his hands to himself and used his mouth, unafraid of the mess… I was a live wire and my pussy was thrilled, dripping and ready for that tongue to head south. 
My fingers sifted into his silver strands of hair, and I yanked him off my arm with the last dregs of sense in my melted brain. He looked like he’d kissed a woman wearing red lipstick, his mouth puffy and smeared with blood, breath shallow. 
“You said you aren’t a fiend,” I trembled murderously.
“I am not,” he confirmed in a blood daze. He looked desperate and drunk. There was none of the aggressive, manipulative good humor of a fiend in those eyes. The divot between my brows deepened. 
I had seen fiends in a feeding frenzy and none of their habits overlapped with D’abel’s glowing throat and curved fangs. They ate humans like our insides were scrambled eggs. There was no specific fascination with blood, no husk of a body left behind. Just ground meat and chewed-upon bone knobs.
I let go of D’abel’s hair slowly, committing myself to rationalizations that could get me killed someday. Anyone would find his features attractive; the suction of a mouth, the undulation of a hot tongue. It was natural, not a fiendish thrall. Just my lonely body speaking to his.
This was a struggle I was well-acquainted with. The fog of uncertainty. I tried to look unapproachable and cold now, but it didn’t stop good-hearted humans from trying to welcome in the lonely American in Europe when I ordered a drink alone or was sick and buying cold meds. 
My future miscalculations blanketed my mood in shadows. When I made that inevitable mistake, who would it kill? An innocent or me? 
D’abel threaded his claws through my knotted curls and held me in place like I had done to him. 
“Are you angry with me, my lady?” he asked with genuine curiosity, tilting his head to match how he held mine. His voice was gentle, a fang catching the light.
“I just don’t know you,” I swallowed, looking down the length of my lashes at him. “I don’t know what this deal means, or when it’ll backfire. I don’t trust me all that much, and I definitely don’t trust you.”
“Trust will come. We are tied together. We will feed each other. We will complete each other. Ay mare. Forever.” 
“Those sound like wedding vows,” I hedged darkly, heart in my throat. 
Ethereal amusement gleamed in D’abel’s eyes, accompanied by the barest hint of a smile. The scales of his face flattened where they had been split and dull, taking on a smooth, soft texture. His cheeks caught the grey morning, shining like opals. 
D’abel wasn’t beautiful. He was treacherous.
The b’adruokh hummed something like a snake’s rattle deep in his chest. He held my glare as if my ire fueled him. “Would it upset you if they were?”
A glint of silver on the horizon caught my attention, and I glanced over D’abel’s shoulder. A car wound its way along a road I couldn’t see, windshield catching rays of sunshine through breaks in the clouds.
Relief washed over me. I wanted four walls again. Even if they didn’t make me safer, they gave my brain a break. And I was cold, the kind of cold that made you slur and feel as if your joints had rusted over. I needed a hot shower like I needed air. I needed sleep and food. Warm food. I practically moaned at the thought.
I pulled my hair out of his claws and stood up. 
“I am following that car. And then I will take a shower and sleep for a whole day,” I snapped, mirroring his words as I snatched my strewn supplies off the ground one by one. “And you will–I don’t know. Whatever you want. But away from me, because a badrock can’t just walk into a bed and breakfast and tell the host to mind his tail. Besides, you don’t have clothes.”
D’abel was silent as I duct taped my duffel together and shoved everything back inside. I couldn’t look at him. I was too busy giving myself a lecture, face as bright as a tomato, a snarl on my lips. 
I should have read the fine print.
Because of all the things I thought a deal with the devil might entail…
I never once considered that maybe I’d agreed to marry him.
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Three hours past lunch, the sky hadn’t brightened into the promises of sunny weather the morning had offered. The clouds hung low and pregnant with bellies that dragged the hills, and the sun was dimmer than I remembered, like a flashlight on its battery’s last reserves. 
It didn’t seem to bother the sheep though. They roamed the nearby pastures with their heads down. The flock was close enough to hear their chewing, shooting me uneasy glances from time to time. A sheep dog, the same shaggy cream color, lounged uphill from them, surveying the mountains with me, smelling the air with a wet black nose.  
I paid them no mind, chewing a protein bar without tasting it as I sat on blackened rocks and drew my fingers over the roads on my atlas. The village below was small but well-groomed and picturesque. There was a moss-covered church with several neat steeples and arched windows. A pub sat across the street with polished lamps of amber glass bolted into the ancient stones. 
I thought the village might be Bronaber from the straight highway out in the distance and the old cemetery on this side of the hills. Blackened slabs jutted out of the little fenced yard like fingernails, and a cottage with black stones and white window frames kept watch over them as if ensuring they didn’t escape. There were short, plump trees now too, and the rush of black storm water where it sluiced through divots in the landscape.
Some sort of hotel or guesthouse sat in the center of the village with a large backyard that was entirely fenced in, the white planks overflowing with dark green vines and the spindly twigs of plants that had already retreated from the cold for the season. There were three picnic tables with red awnings, a vegetable garden, and a shed with white scalloped fascia to decorate the eaves. I couldn’t see into the dark windows, but there was no doubt in my mind there would be miniature bottles of cheap shampoo in the showers, starchy bed linens, maybe some antique quilts to maintain the countryside charm.
Another car rolled past the cemetery, taking potholes and puddles with caution. I felt the pressure of D’abel several paces behind me, standing stark white and nearly stark naked atop the hill for anyone below to see. At least the sheep gave him some cover.
“You should stay down. You’ll make regular humans panic,” I told him again. 
“I do not bother the sheep. Why would I bother the tin carriage?”
I took a steadying breath. He was teasing me again. I could feel his grin on the back of my neck. “The person inside will panic.”
“Only if I am seen, my lady.”
I resisted rolling my eyes, swallowing a brick of mush a little too soon so I felt the edges going down. “You will definitely be seen, D’abel. You’re impossible to not look at.”
“Myn chalis compliments me. It gladdens my weary spirit.” 
I cut a glare over my shoulder. D’abel smiled. No… he smirked.
“Regardless, you can’t follow me down there.” I raised my brow in challenge.
D’abel breathed in the air and laced his fingers together behind his head. His long tail, which had hovered mere inches above the ground as we walked, beat the grass in languid thought as that smirk widened.
“The auf have two or three particular tells that might aid your hunting.” 
My graceless chewing slowed, pulse picking up with interest. “What sort of tells?” 
His lips split open, revealing his thin white teeth, so many more than a human mouth would have. 
“I will divulge the particulars if you allow me to accompany you. We are tied, are we not?”
I immediately regretted engaging in his change of subject. Treacherous indeed.
“It’s not a matter of me allowing you. You’re wearing a loin cloth and your face splits open like a python when you smile. If they don’t try to murder us with pitchforks, they’ll call agents in white hazmat suits that’ll make us disappear.”
D’abel’s gaze fixed on the village lodge and his tail curled around my ruined duffel. He dragged it in as the smile slid off his features.
“They will see what they want to, my lady,” he murmured, securing the pack on his shoulders. It was strange seeing him wear it–all porcelain muscle with the bulk of modern supplies on his back. “Humans have an unrivaled talent for casting illusions upon themselves.”
He set off down the hill without me, navigating the edge of a fence line towards the gate in the corner of the field. 
It wasn’t Bronaber but another town with a long name and very few vowels. The lodge was closed for the season, prompting me to kick its fence with my muddy boot in frustration. There were no other regular hotels, only sweet cottages with low stone walls and beds of flowers rotting in the extreme wet. We walked into the only bed and breakfast, a cottage like all the others with a round wooden placard out front. 
“Don’t speak,” I said, making sure the bloody part of my sweater sleeve was still rolled under. 
“Hellooo!” A woman in her autumn years bustled out from the kitchen, her peppery black hair back in a bandana, towel wadded in her wet hands. She looked at me, then her eyes fastened on D’abel and my soul threatened to escape my body. I held my breath, waiting for the shriek of fear that was sure to pierce my ears, but the woman’s pale cheeks just turned rosy and flustered. She fanned herself with the wet towel and I cut a sharp look at D’abel’s very pleased grin.
“Don’t even,” I warned. His smile widened, splitting open the sides of his face with devilish satisfaction.
“Oh hyfryd, such a gentleman, carrying his lady’s things. Here for a room, yes? Will you also be wanting tea? I’ve just started.” 
“Just a room,” I replied, letting the tension out with a relaxed laugh. “I need a shower so bad.”
“Far be it from me to comment on the weather ‘round here, but aye, let’s get you settled before you niff up my entry,” the woman winked. “For how many nights will you be staying?” 
“Two, thank you.”
D’abel stared at me oddly as I talked with the owner. She babbled on about views, the kitchen, and laundry, all while recounting some of the history of the house. Really, I cared for none of it, but my easy smile and noises of affirmation lead her to believe otherwise.
She showed us up to the room on the second floor, chatting the whole way, telling us how old the building was, how the water worked, asking if we’d like breakfast or any other meals. Then handed me a key with a pale yellow key sleeve she’d crocheted herself, and I unlocked the door.
The room was small and filled to the brim with the color yellow. Lemony flowers on the hand-embroidered curtains, a saffron quilt covered in butterflies with accents of spring green and blue. Even the vanity, just far enough from the bed to pull out its cushioned stool, was a pale yellow gold. 
“It’s our young couple’s suite,” she sighed, hand and rag on hip. “Lovely view towards the road into the village. And the water pressure is alright. You’ll share the W.C. with the blue room down the hall.”
She motioned to a restroom behind an old, solid wood door. There was a new brass lock on the handle. My guess was that it had originally been a key hole large enough to see through. 
“Tea is always available downstairs, and you can use the kitchen for light cooking. Do you need a knock up in the morning?”
“No, I think we’ll be happy to sleep in,” I assured her, glancing at D’abel for effect. She gave me a wink.
“Iawn, iawn. Name’s Owena, if you happen to call for me. Get settled in and when you come down next, we can sort your deposit and that. Mwynhewch!”
She closed the door with a hush behind her, and we remained standing there in silence until her house slippers shuffled down the hall. When the creak of the stairs faded off, I sat down heavily on the bed, knees aching from days of hard hiking. D’abel set my duffel by my feet and I unzipped it with an exhausted, cold-nosed sniff. 
D’abel hadn’t stopped staring at me since we entered the room, and the weight of his attention was immense. The room was cozy and altogether too private. From the heathlands to this, D’abel’s presence suddenly felt suffocating. I’d regretted our deal every time I thought about it, but this time… Let’s just say the bed didn’t help now that I knew what I’d really agreed to. 
“Myn chalis has more illusory talent than I’d assumed. Truthfully, I thought you were a dud,” D’abel observed, breaking the silence. 
I sighed a snort of numb amusement, too exhausted to really engage. “Being antisocial is suspicious.”
“And you are in pain.”
The implication was clear–exchange blood with me–but there was no point in engaging. If it were up to D’abel, I bet we’d have sucked eight pints out of each other by the first light of dawn. I wasn’t so eager to give up myn ghost, though, so all he could do was sit there and be the pretty fiend encyclopedia I thought I’d signed up for.
“Nothing a hot shower and meal can’t fix,” I said, toeing off my boots with a groan. I set them by the coil heater and turned it on, laying out a new pair of socks on the vanity stool nearby. When I was done with my shower, they’d be nice and warm. Change of clothes and toiletries in hand, I slid past D’abel. “Stay here. I’m going to take a shower.”
“A shower?”
“I’m going to bathe.”
I got into the bathroom, locked both doors, then tossed everything in my arms into the dry sink. I leaned against it like it was life support.
The mirror was small, a medicine cabinet with the reflective mercury coating peeling away at the edges to a muddy green beneath the glass. It was a romantic little touch, with an antique wooden frame and a potpourri pouch hanging from a hook next to it. 
My reflection was an abomination to the rosy little room. I had large circles under my eyes, the hollowed expression of a trauma survivor, and the telltale strangeness of not recognizing myself in the mirror anymore. My wavy hair was knotted, bangs plastered to my face and neck in oily clumps. Dirt filled every crevice of my skin, my nails, and cuticles.
I turned away, leaning my hip against the sink, and peeled off my long sleeve shirt. It landed on the toilet lid with a damp flop. My socks and jeans came next. My skin crawled with an itch that spoke of several unaccustomed days without water or soap. As the showerhead sputtered on and hot water filled the room with steam, I forgot about the ache in my legs, anxiously trying to get my underwear and bra off.
I couldn’t get under the spray fast enough. Shampoo, conditioner, and body wash were already stocked on the shelves. Abandoning my own modest supply on the countertop, I closed the marbled glass door behind me and just stood, breathing in the heat as the cascade of scalding water poured life back into my bones. The water washed the heathlands away and pounded on the muscles in my shoulders. Although I had bruises from my pack, it was a welcome tenderizing. 
Owena hadn’t lied during her tour; the water pressure was exquisite.
I took a deep breath, filling my chest with steam, and breathed out. I’d made it across the hills. I’d killed two. Four, actually, if you counted D’abel’s help. And I’d survived. I smiled to myself, a big glorious smile and lifted my face to the water. I would be able to hunt the next one. And if it took me down, that was fine, as long as I took it with me.
Twenty minutes later, I turned the water off. I’d shaved my legs with a cheap bottle of conditioner, combed my hair, washed my face. My nails were clean for the first time in almost four days. When I slid a new pair of underwear up my smooth legs, it felt like heaven.
After I’d donned a plain black ribbed tank top and grey sweatpants, I looked in the mirror. It had unfogged now, the cracks under the doors tall enough that air had escaped quickly into the adjoining rooms. Although I was still gaunt, there was new life in my eyes. I recognized a little of myself, and that gave me hope. 
Then reality came crashing down. I opened the door to my room and found D’abel standing there as if time hadn’t moved. I’d forgotten he was with me, as if the heathlands had been a dream. 
“Feeling renewed, my lady?”
I grimaced at the term, tossing my towel a little harder than necessary into the corner. 
“Your turn.”
D’abel’s eyes flicked to the bathroom. 
“There is a laconica in that little room?”
I squinted at him. “I don’t know what a laconica is… I’ll just show you.” 
Sighing, I waved him over and grabbed a fresh towel from the back of the door. D’abel followed after me, breathing in the warm mist. 
“It is a laconica,” he wondered. Then he dipped his head to my hair and breathed in again. “One that smells like you, my lady.”
I ducked away with a stitch in my brow. “Back off.”
D’abel grinned, unperturbed by my bark of warning. “Your faithful spirit is a lucky man. Myn chalis has a fiery heart and scent both.” His split tongue slithered out of his mouth and tasted the air slowly, not with the flick of a snake’s tongue, but thicker, slower, more indulgent. “Gilofer and junipere. Ah, cloves and juniper now.”
“Sorry to dash your fantasies, but it’s the shampoo.”
I threw open the shower door and pulled out the wet bottle, shoving it into his chest. He lifted it to his nose, then licked the cap, wrapping his purple tongue all the way around it. 
“Roses,” he hummed with self-satisfaction, challenging my glare.
Fit to stab him again, I wrenched my eyes away and gave him the shortest directions possible. 
“This knob’s hot water, that one’s cold. You can mix them for the right temperature. Use the roses for your hair and the other one for your body. When you’re done, turn off the water.”
He bowed his head as I retreated to the yellow suite and shut the door in his face. A moment passed, then the water bloomed, filling the unbearable silence and drowning my panicked heartbeat. 
My bottle of aspirin was in my hand before I knew I had it. I swallowed three of the white gel tablets and shoved all my dirty clothes into a canvas bag with a hand-painted tag marked ‘laundry.’ A little pamphlet on the nightstand gave instructions to leave the bag in the hall by eight at night. It would be returned to us no later than ten the following morning. 
Counting the last of my money was painful. I’d hoped it would stretch for two months, but now that fiends had attacked me in the heathlands, I couldn’t guarantee that the isolation of nature was safer than the towns. At least here I had a lock. But out there? They were faster, stronger, and deadlier at night. 
It was time to find some drifter work again.
The pipes groaned, then went silent. I was zipping up a fleece when D’abel stepped out of the steamy bathroom naked. 
I opened my mouth to yell at him, but found myself staring instead. 
There was nothing there.
“You–” I paused, glancing up at his face, the long tendrils of silvery hair that slipped down his torso. He stood without embarrassment, iridescent scales reflecting the pastel room as they slid over a perfect abdomen and tight waist. I teetered between the horror that he might have been castrated and the fascination that he wasn’t human at all. “Did something happen to–”
D’abel ran a hand down his smooth groin, following the flow of his pearly scales. “I am whole in this aspect. B’adruokh are not human, my lady.” 
For once, he wasn’t goading me on. I blinked away, zipping my fleece up to my neck. 
“Sorry. It was rude of me to ask.”
“All of me is yours.” 
I froze, my hand reaching for the room key on the vanity. 
“Forever.” 
D’abel took my wrist in his hand and pressed my finger into the divot between his abs where he would have a belly button if he were human. As soon as my flesh met his scales, an electric hum raced up my arm and tugged on my sternum.
I ripped my hand from his grip and with a flash of rage, smacked him so hard across the cheek that it echoed. A red welt appeared on his cheekbone immediately. He was neither shocked nor affronted, but simply looked down his white lashes at me and waited, accepting the reprimand with an elegance that boiled my blood.
“If I ever touch you, it’s because I choose to,” I snapped in a thin tone. 
“Are you not curious?” he asked.
“No.” I lifted my chin, refusing to retreat as he leaned over me and his long tresses brushed my chest.
“I am. I am curious about how we will fit together someday. And after eight centuries of imprisonment, I have hope that someday is soon.”
“Then use your imagination and go fuck a pillow,” I sneered. “I’m not any different from other human women.”
“True, but I have never been inside one.”
My vision shook, pulse battering my sternum like my heart was trying to escape a prison riot. D’abel took advantage of my moment of shock and lifted my hand again, pressing it to his lower abdomen. 
My breath stilled as blood thundered through my ears. I was speechless, wavering on my feet as D’abel pushed my fingers against a ridge of smooth scales lower between his hip bones. When he pushed, they separated in a horizontal line, revealing a seam. 
“My ters is within, if ever my lady chooses to call upon her faithful servant.” 
“Tessa,” I exhaled, unable to handle any more deep, poetic rumbling. I was burning from the inside, an ember in place of my heart, melting my convictions like candle wax that pooled between my legs. “I told you to stop calling me lady.”
“As you will it, mine Tessa.” 
I closed my eyes, steadying myself by the hand on his groin. My name on his lips was worse. Was I flustered or frustrated? Confusion swelled in me, and so I ripped myself away as brazenly as a stuck bandage. 
“I’m going to find food.”
I stalked into the hallway and, for the second time, shut the door in D’abel’s face.
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I walked the street left of the cottage, a small pedestrian path with smooth, rounded cobblestones that demanded I keep my eyes glued to my feet. Owena had told me I couldn’t miss the village corner shop, and sure enough, I saw its sun-faded awning and a tiny lorry just large enough for a twin mattress a block after leaving D’abel to fend for himself.
I stopped dead in my tracks, staring wide-eyed at the stones. The impression of his scales haunted my fingertips. I couldn’t shake the sensation of him standing so close or the hiss in his chest that sounded bigger than a cavern. I… 
Jolted back to the present and shoved my hands into my fleece pockets.
The side of the store was a metal rolling door where local produce and groceries spilled out into the two-car parking lot. I squeezed through the roughly-stapled farm crates and blue plastic jug bins, picked up a bucket for shopping, and made a beeline for the pegboard peppered with first-aid supplies. 
There were cotton rounds, bandages, and aspirin. I took those, then searched the shelves for high proof alcohol, in lieu of a real antiseptic. Penderyn whisky would do the trick, being a high enough proof to use as hand sanitizer. It wasn’t great for deep wounds, but I’d use whatever I could get until I found a larger market. 
Soon after, I had a few coveted microwavable dinners, four bottles of soda, a couple of easy-open cans of chicken, water crackers, cream cheese, and a tube of toothpaste. 
All safe without the risk of a fiendish thrall. It’d been nearly a week since my last hot meal, and I was already salivating. Tea and protein bars could only hold me over for so long. 
“Any fresh fruit, love?” the cashier asked as I counted my money. I blinked at her. 
“Ah, no. Thanks.” I managed a smile as an afterthought, even though D’abel had scrambled my brain. 
“By the looks of it, you could really use some. All this junk food!”
“We have some apples and things already. Thank you though. It all looks delicious.”
“And local.”
I smiled more sweetly, memorizing her face. The rustic red blonde curls, an aged but motherly heart-shaped forehead and chin. She had speckles on her cheeks, thin lips, and decent teeth. Her eyebrows were sparse, probably from plucking in the early ots, and her fingernails were painted an obnoxious, opaque salmon pink. She tapped her nose at me with a wink. 
“Sorry,” I said sheepishly, stowing my change. “Next time, I promise.” Not that I would be back. For groceries, at least.
“Oh well. Can’t blame me for trying. See you later.”
“Ditto.”
I left, a paper bag cradled in my hands, and hoofed it back towards the bed and breakfast. It took effort not to look back, but I was sure the cashier was still watching me. 
≋
I didn’t return to the yellow suite right away, electing to make food in the shared kitchen first. 
And yes, maybe I was avoiding private spaces with D’abel too. 
There was a couple enjoying tea and biscuits at the linoleum brunch table by the backdoor. I ducked my head at them, then we politely ignored one another. While they returned to their conversation in French, I quietly unpacked my food and used the proffered Sharpie to write ‘yellow suite’ on every meal box as the sign on the fridge requested. 
I felt more than saw when D’abel rounded the open door frame, still naked. I cleared my throat and he joined me so that we were shoulder to shoulder as I heated up a mac’n’cheese in the microwave. 
“Did you enjoy your walk, mine Tessa?” he murmured.
“You’re not going to ask me what that is?” I diverted, motioning to the microwave to move his penetrating gaze away from me. He shook his head, unnerving eyes roving over my drying chestnut hair. 
The other couple left with their mugs of tea and a cordial wave. I pressed the small of my back against the counter, curling my fingers around the lip.
“I saw metal tubes in the sky as well. Should I ask you about those?” When I crossed my arms and watched mutely as the timer ticked down, he sighed and slid my paper bag closer to inspect. “Humans have always been inventors.”
“The corner store has a fiend in it,” I informed him while he sniffed the cream cheese with slitted nostrils. He set it on the counter beside my palm and pulled out the crackers next. 
“How do you know?” he asked, turning the box in his hands.
I shrugged, popping the microwave open with two seconds to spare. I pulled out my little black tray with excitement and tossed the plastic film into the trash. “They’re never a whole person when they’re human. Just the good parts.” 
I left D’abel at the counter sifting through first-aid supplies and snacks while I sat at the table, brandishing my fork and spoon. He shook the whiskey bottle next.
“And how do you see them if your eyes deceive you?”
I shoved a hot spoonful of macaroni in my mouth and let it burn off my taste buds instead of telling him the shameful truth right away. But he waited, letting the silence stretch on. 
“I don’t,” I said, swallowing my words with just as much fire as the mac’s lava temperature. “I just feel whatever they want me to feel. That’s how I decide if I’m right or not.”
D’abel creased his brow. “You said they’re only the good parts of humans.”
“That’s right.” Time to try the fish. I speared it on my fork and scooped up some mashed potato with more force than necessary. 
“Love, adoration, safety, loyalty, lust, attention…”
“Bing bing bing. If they make me feel soft and cozy, it’s a pretty good sign.” 
I shoved the fish in my mouth and hunched my shoulders, as if being crude would armor me from our conversation. D’abel felt the edge of my willingness to talk about it and settled for watching me eat instead. And what a show it must have been because I was truly ravenous for hot food. I dug in, forgetting to chew, and before I knew it, the meal was gone and I still felt empty. I stood, grabbed another meal from the freezer, and stuck it in the microwave without even looking at the contents. It whirred to life, and I parked myself against the counter again, drumming my fingers.
“These hollow foods,” he started, picking up the red box I’d discarded. Turns out I was microwaving a shepherd’s pie. “You cannot see or feel the presence of a thrall, so you refrain from eating fresh produce and meat.”
“That’s right.” 
He grunted, and his long tail curled up between us at our feet while he contemplated my strategy. “You are clever.”
“It’s kept me safe so far,” I admitted. “But it won’t forever. Which is why I agreed to all this in the first place. I need better strategies–better tools–or else I’m going to make a mistake.” 
“And it is not enough that when we finish our bloodbond, your spirit and mine will share all? My power, your will.”
“I don’t know what that means, D’abel,” I sighed with frustration.
We stared at each other for a long breath, then D’abel exhaled with a turn of his lips. “For all my millenia, I cannot find more crystalline words. You will have my all. My spirit is yours. Your spirit is mine. Our hearts will beat in sync and we will hunt the auf together for as long as you will it.” 
“Am I going to sprout a tail and fangs?” I asked, gesturing to the appendage slithering over my foot. It was heavier than it looked. 
D’abel grinned. “No. I did say our spirits, not our bodies. But this,” he said, brushing his knuckles across my collarbone, “is not all you will be. You will heal faster, perceive more…”
“And you’ll be immune to iron.”
“Yes.” 
I let out a slow breath. 
What really was the harm in drinking a little blood? 
Reed’s voice filled my head with facts about norovirus, hepatitis, and hemochromatosis, to name just a few. That last one was the most likely, considering how much iron was still in D’abel’s system. Nevermind bloodborne infections and bacterial growth. It made me sick to think about. 
But when I thought of that single drop on D’abel’s fingertip specifically, the nausea disappeared, replaced by a low, simmering heat. I swallowed hard.
“I guess it’s a little clearer now, but it doesn’t change anything. You told me at the anchor that you’d give me information, but you haven’t given me anything yet. Why would I exchange blood with you if you aren’t giving me what we agreed to?” 
D’abel’s scales shivered, making a noise like a rattlesnake.
“It is information that you will not need any longer when we–”
“If you finish that sentence with anything at all having to do with blood, I will stab you with my fork.” 
D’abel snapped his mouth shut, the tip of his tail tapping my ankle with aggravation.
I crossed my arms, taking a step away. I was right to be cautious. The b’adruokh had been luring me with information and letting the topic slip away on purpose. Information was leverage, and the longer he strung me along, the longer I would need him, the more likely he was to gain strength. 
“Fuck this,” I snapped, heading towards the stairs. 
“No!” 
D’abel grabbed me around the waist and drew me back against his chest. I struggled, but he was so much larger than me, there was no chance of getting the upper hand. He leaned into my ear, arms banded over my chest so tight that it was hard to breathe.
“Let me go!” 
“Fiends are not born,” he panted, struggling to keep his hold on me as I went limp in an attempt to slip out from beneath his arms. “They manifest in mass decay. Bogs, carcasses, rotted logs, infected farmlands…”
I stomped on D’abel’s tail where I’d stabbed it at the anchor and he let me go with a wince. We squared off against each other across the kitchen, catching our breath. He held up his palms to stop me from leaving, guarding the hallway at his back. He was a straight lunge from the backdoor too. I’d let him spin me off towards the stove like an idiot.
“They are jealous of birth. If they can kill it and emulate it, they will. If you carry an egg or a young sprout, they will stare at it or smash it. It is their strongest compulsion.” 
My blood ran cold, thinking of the night my world changed on a train platform in Boston. I pushed the memories way down as the old wounds around my head ached and stung. 
“More,” I croaked.
“If you set a flame to their foods, they will melt into tar.” 
My brow creased as my breath suspended in my lungs. D’abel eased slightly out of his ready stance, palm still outstretched. Unexpected tears lined my lower lashes. 
“Are you saying that if I wave a lighter under an apple, I could eat it?”
D’abel softened, breathing again. 
“Yes, myn chalis. You could.”
I put my hands on my hips and looked up at the ceiling to keep the sob from escaping my lungs. My soul was starved, my stomach packed with styrofoam. Avoiding real food had eaten away at my health to the point where I barely tasted things anymore. It might not have affected me so much if I’d had people to lean on, but I’d been alone with no way to comfort my soul other than to watch people eat their hot orders at the pub.
D’abel eased towards me, one slow step at a time. His tail came to me first, coiling around my ankle with a gentle squeeze. I ignored it, looking up at the ceiling and counting tiles to keep the tears at bay. 
“One day, when you trust me,” D’abel began in a low, soothing rattle, “I will be your eyes. And when we complete each other, you will see the lumps of tar they offer for yourself. You will never doubt your blade again. Your blood protects me, yes, but mine will protect you also.” 
I swallowed hard, rubbing a hand over my face. “Fine.”
“Fine?”
“You… do whatever you need to for food,” I said and stepped out of his tail’s hold with careful purpose. “I need to sleep. I can’t process any more. Then we can talk about that fiend at the corner store. I’ll test what you said, and if it works–”
D’abel’s four pupils dilated as he waited with bated breath for me to finish that thought. 
“If it works,” I started again, shoring up my courage, “I’ll owe you, D’abel.”
“The sort of debt your servant might collect on at any time?”
My stomach tightened with equal parts warning and anticipation. 
“I suppose?”
D’abel slid his clawed fingers into my hair, cupping both sides of my neck and holding me in place. He pressed his mouth to mine in a swift kiss, piercing my lip with one of his fangs. I hissed, pulling back, but his hands held my face in immovable brackets as he sucked the drop of blood away with an arrogant hum. 
“Then I will collect on it now and hope that myn chalis feels generous after her tests.”
He gave me a bright-eyed grin, licking his upper lip with his split tongue suggestively. 
“Fat chance,” I blurted, so far out of my depth that the weight of my ignorance was too heavy to tread water. This was the same dying creature I saved two days ago? 
D’abel’s chuckle smoldered in his throat. “Fat chance sounds like the odds are in my favor. Rest, mine Tessa. I will hunt for myself while you dream of me.” 
My b’adruokh slipped out the backdoor and into the heathlands while I clutched my proverbial pearls and vowed never to owe him anything ever again.
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She was much lovelier when she slept. 
Mine Tessa was a soft creature beneath the barbs that stung so deliciously. Her lashes brushed cheeks that had seen too little sun, sunken and exhausted long before we met. I searched for evidence of my blood in her, but a single drop after the skirmish in the heathlands would not be enough to address her pains. It was, however, a small victory that she took it at all. The pressure of her lips on my finger still haunted me.
I stood above her bed, content to watch her sleep since I needed very little of it and she needed it very much. Many of our hours would be like this. My tail wrapped around her ankle in the warmth of the sheets. My fingers stroking her curls on the pillow.
I brushed Tessa’s shoulder with my claws and she shivered, burrowing her face deeper into the goose down. My claws remained on her skin until she settled, electrified by my oath of fealty. 
No… Marriage. 
She was right that I would live and die by her will. But I wanted her in return. 
This human that had taken up the duties of a b’adruokh on Earth when none of us were left to defend it and who ran towards the auf when they should instinctively repulse her. She’d thrown herself body and soul into a darkness that could swallow her in a single gulp, hoping to claim… Vengeance? Glory?
I grinned around my fangs, tasting the air. Mine Tessa had a spirit full of spite. The trappings of glory wouldn’t impress her in the slightest. She would roll her eyes at my adornments if ever I was strong enough to manifest them again. Vengeance, too, would have turned mine Tessa into a ballista bolt aimed directly at the object of her hatred. She would cut a straight path towards her goal and nothing would stand in her way. 
Instead… she wandered. 
Perhaps her goal was simple destruction. A bear tearing flesh to vent the fires of her soul. 
The thought gave my spirit wings. Were b’adruokh not also wanderers that reaped deviant auf from this world? Whether she accepted it or not, our bond had been inevitable since the moment she brandished her iron blade. Whatever compelled her to this life, my oath of frijaz had been woven into her soul since the day of her birth.
I coiled my tail higher up her calf, the tip tickling the back of her knee. My brother had always called me tempestuous, and no anguish could cure me of that. I was impatient for myn chalis to turn to me.
And she was searing to the touch. Curled in her nest of bedding, she radiated a warmth I hadn’t felt in centuries. The weight of limbs and the thick cushion of flesh beneath my palms. Burying myself in the body of another, losing my senses to the slippery heat of a being with open legs and moans that made my teeth itch. The temptation was too much to deny as my tail cushioned itself between mine Tessa’s thighs. My pupils dilated with a sigh and my scales swelled as if sinking into a hot spring after years of cold mud and wind. 
I did not know that humans would be such embers until my return to the yellow suite, and now… 
Perhaps little touches would soothe her dreams. Condition her to me.  
I smirked bitterly, leaning on the headboard with one taut arm. It did not take millennia of life to know I was fooling myself. If I touched her while she slept, it was because she would not allow me otherwise. Such a violation was beneath me before my capture, but deprivation did things to a man, and I was not a god, as Gamil so adamantly reminded me.
I loomed over mine Tessa’s neck with a calculative rattle in my lungs, opening the hinges of my jaw so that my tongue tasted the air behind the shell of her ear. She stretched her neck with a sigh and I licked her earlobe, catching it in the split of my tongue with a teasing squeeze. Her hips shifted, her thighs pressed harder on my tail, and I leaned my ters into the edge of the bed, relishing the pressure on my groin as it swelled, the closeness, the way Tessa consumed my senses. 
“No,” she mumbled in her sleep, a stitch in her brow. I pulled back, testing the corner of her jaw with my tongue. Even as she clenched her thighs around my tail in pleasurable little stretches, her dreams would deny me. 
“As you will it,” I hissed lovingly to her in a deep rumble that prickled the hair on the back of her neck. I would take all of Tessa’s barbs and sharp edges. They were just as lovely as when she was soft.
Someday she would turn her cheek and let me see the blush of her blood beneath the skin that was so fetching on humans. Her eyes would dilate rather than narrow at my presence. And when she did, she would give me some of her fire instead of spending it all on the hunt. Perhaps she would even hunt me for a change… 
I would like to be her prey.
Just not tonight.
Tonight, I had quarry of my own. 
≋
I stood on the edge of the ocean and breathed freely of its salt for the first time in centuries. The obsidian waters were magnetic, drawing on my flesh until I swayed against the call to its great expanse. If only Tessa were here with me. She would draw me back with a ferocious snarl and keep me on land a bit longer.
As it was, I needed to persevere on my own. It had been an age since I’d had to resist temptation. The madness of deprivation was ingrained in me now, and I clenched my claws, digging their points through the tough pads of my palms. My damaged instincts insisted that if I didn’t leap now, I would never have the chance again.
A gannet with creamy white plumes and a black racing stripe down the length of its beak dove into the depths beyond the channel and my muscles tensed with excitement. All four of my irises squeezed together until their pupils were slits, gaze razor sharp and ready to leap after one of my favorite meals.
A ferry with garish lettering broke my stare as it rumbled through the water. I grabbed hold of the dock with my tail and let loose a shaky breath. Mist collected on my aching skin, a balm to the constant scratch of iron in my veins and sinew, and I held onto the sensation. I inhaled a breath of patience as my eyes slowly relaxed and my sight widened once again. 
Not yet. Not yet.
The dock was a solid monolith, forged of metal and opus caementicium of a finer quality than that which built the roads to Rome. When the ferry that hummed like a beast collided with its buoyant sides, there was no jolt, no indication at all that the structure had acknowledged its presence. 
The gangplank eased down, and humans all along the railings gathered their things and filed from the vessel, chatting excitedly amongst themselves, looking whiplashed and refreshed. They pointed their small black tiles at interesting things, and the front would flash with light. I wondered if it was dangerous, a weapon that mine Tessa could use, but when they pointed them at each other with easy smiles and words of gratitude, I realized not. 
“Pilgrims,” I murmured, reminiscing of the last time I was free. Humans would walk hundreds of miles across Europa to collect badges as holy trinkets. Millions of humans, one solitary experience, over years and years and decades and centuries. 
“Astounding isn’t it? How human life is tailored to fit a general type of soul.” 
Gamil stood next to me as if we’d been conversing since my arrival. I glanced at them as their features elongated and their hair turned white like waterfall froth. Their true countenance was always at the edge of their arrival, but not memorable enough to shoo away the ghosts they would become. My brother smiled mirthlessly at me, and Gamil stuffed their hands in their pockets. 
“He lives, you know.” 
“I do.”
Gamil squinted out at the salty ocean channel as warm human bodies strode by us without a glance.
“The tailored trappings come with a set of visors now,” they scoffed. “Not more than a hundred years ago, a human would glean our presence and cross themself or leave offerings thinking we were some human spirit. We even played along with the odd exorcism or two.” They laughed under their breath. “The world is different.”
“Do you suppose the cause?”
Gamil nodded at the black tile in so many hands, their owners downturned and faces glowing in the unnatural light as they shuffled away. 
“Electrical discombobulation? Abundance where none is needed? They are a vascular system strangled with cholesterol. At least in the old days, we had to stay vigilant among them. Now we could lay down in the middle of the street and drivers would swerve around us like a bloody pothole.” 
A woman in her late sixties dropped a crisply folded vellum inches from Gamil’s feet. They stooped to retrieve it before her aging knees gave her pain. 
“Here you go, lass,” they said with a wink, giving her a brilliant smile. The woman looked up at her husband, taking the vellum from the fallen god’s hands. 
“Thanks, dear,” she said in a sweet puff. Her husband nodded to her, placing a loving hand on her shoulder as they inched up the dock stairs onto solid land. Gamil followed them with their eyes, charming smile replaced by a distant stare. 
“No wonder you chase my tail,” I teased, drawing their attention back. For once, I braved the eyes of my brother willingly, and Gamil gave me a crooked grin in return. 
“Ah, so this was a set-up from the start. And here I thought I’d see the great leviathan return to the depths. Spill then. What do you want?” 
The wind buffeted our hair and I flared my nostrils, breathing in the familiar scent of the ocean while my peripupils remained fixed on Gamil and the gaggle of receding humans. 
“My dagger.”
Gamil raised one delicate brow, clumps of my brother’s silvery straight hair falling to the dock as it bounced into choppy waves about their face. “The meteoric one?”
“Yes.”
The fallen god snorted, shaking their head. Mine Tessa’s eyes judged me from their face, as black and distrusting in the night as beads of malachite. 
“And betray my beloved children in their time of darkness? You could not ask that of me if we were truly friends.”
My tail swept up the mist of saltwater on the dock with relish, slipping off the edge into frigid, choppy waters. Gamil’s tone was a scolding coo, hardly a no. 
“If we ponder the auf pantheon, they are not actually your children,” I mused with a performative tilt of my head. Gamil narrowed their eyes at me, and my heart jolted with excitement at the familiar look of angry disdain Tessa wore often. She thought it was armor, but it merely made my ters slick and needy. I licked the membrane in the slitted hinge of my jaw, thirsty for myn chalis asleep in the yellow suite. “Surely you should spend those motherly instincts on someone that appreciates them.”
“Our mother cares nothing at all for any of her creations,” Gamil spat. “And has not since our realm collided with this one. She–Why do we have breasts?”
They spread their hands across their chest with a thump of shock as if the new growth might fall off and swim away. I hissed with laughter, tail slapping the water when Gamil looked down their sweater front, then back to me with surprise. 
“Does your brother have breasts now?”
I approached them with sinful relish, sliding my claws into Tessa’s short hair as my brother’s silver bled to her brown. Finally, my brother was vanquished, entirely replaced by the face I wished to see. I cradled Gamil’s head, now much lower than mine, and basked in their awed stare. Even a b’adruokh was not immune to the allure of Gamil’s innate power.
“I would give myn chalis the dagger. I am still a slave to your children and harming them is costly to me.”
“Hasn’t seemed to slow you down,” Gamil pushed.
“It is difficult to slow down a meteor once it gains momentum. Are you sure you want to stand in my path now that I’m free?” 
Gamil’s stare lowered to the iron needles in my throat. When they closed their mouth in a pursed line, I knew that my logic had won out, and I preened.
For just a moment, I allowed myself the fantasy that I had won an argument with mine Tessa and vowed I would see the real thing someday.
Fitting that it would be easier to convince a god.
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When I awoke in the morning, I stretched every muscle in my body, savoring the lessening aches. I rolled my ankles, one after the other. Like bending dry tree roots, my swollen joints popped and cracked. The feather-top mattress was so lush beneath me that I lay splayed on my back staring at the ceiling, unable to even dream of sitting up. 
The couple in the blue suite next door used the shower, so I used that as an excuse to doze in the buttery warmth of sunlight through the yellow curtains. By the time they finished, I was still staring at the raw wooden beams above my head while the pipes knocked about inside the old walls.
I sighed, caught in the euphoria of finally sleeping well.
And alone. 
D’abel hadn’t returned yet. My heart skipped as I contemplated the possibility that he might not return at all. That would be nice, wouldn’t it? He’d given me enough information the day before to bolster my confidence significantly. 
Or maybe he was so ancient that he’d think two or three years was a quick hunting jaunt. Maybe he’d find me later in life and I’d push him for more information then. 
Or maybe I’d be dead. 
Maybe he was dead? A beautiful pile of opalescent scales still writhing like a snake after decapitation, stained in dark red and spewing guts on the grass…
Either way, I was enjoying the morning just as I liked it. Alone. Quiet. Secure.
I heaved myself upright with more difficulty than I cared to admit and strained a glance down at my shoulders with a stiff neck as I whipped away the sunny quilt. The bruising from my heavy duffel had subsided considerably, though red splotches still marred my collar bones. It was a good thing I had another day before leaving town. 
In case D’abel wasn’t dead, I padded across the room and locked the door to the hall. I wanted to luxuriate in another shower, then wrap myself in a towel and massage honest-to-god lotion into my legs and ankles. He could wait in the hall for half an hour if he came back before I was done. 
Served him right for the drop of blood he’d taken yesterday. 
I caught my reflection in the vanity as I ripped a comb through my choppy hair and straddled the plush stool. I pushed the bangs off my forehead and turned, leaning in to get a good look at the scars on either side of my head. They always gave me conviction, the razor marks that proved a fiend had picked me up by the head like the claw inside one of those prize machines. The scars raced through my hairline and flirted with the arches of my eyebrows. They weren’t ugly, per se, but very recognizable. 
I’d once promised myself that I’d never have short hair again, and here I was, cursed with bangs forever so that fewer people would remember me in passing. 
I scooped up my hair and held it with a sigh, resting my fists on the top of my head. Whatever reservations I had about D’abel, no matter that he’d turned out to be an ancient fuckboy, I’d decided when I left the United States that I would put my all into this compulsion of mine. There was no other path for me anymore. 
So what did it matter if I gave him my blood and my body? The fact that I was still denying him proved that I wasn’t as selfless as I’d thought. Blood in exchange for heightened senses? A hunting partner for life? I could kill so many more. I could be absolutely sure…
My heart skipped again, but rather than hope, I felt worry for D’abel. 
Screw the shower and the lotion. My boots were dry enough to go on a hike and look for–
“Dew, dew, if I’d have known you were such a delicious tart, I’d have come for you earlier, love.”
I spun toward the door, automatically holding out a fist as if I had my knife. Stark terror gripped me when I realized it was still under my pillow on the other side of the room.
The woman from the corner store glanced from my face to my hand. A smile crept slowly across her mouth, distorting what was once a sweet face into a monstrous expression. She had painted her lips the same sickening color of salmon pink as her nails, and she now clasped her hands in front of her, tapping a little hum against her stomach with her thumbs.
“Rumors do fly about you,” she giggled, pushing off the door.
“I don’t leave anything alive to spread them,” I retorted carefully. I put the bed and stool between us, slowly stepping back as she stepped forward. Soon, I’d hit the window, trapped against the cold panes.
“Exactly,” she said, eyes alight with excitement. “We’d thought you were one of our own gone rogue. But here you are!” She shrieked a high-pitched laugh, doubled over in mirth. She thrust her finger out at me. “Just a human girl with a pet!”
My hands trembled and my vision blurred from an intense rush of adrenaline. I’d always been so careful to surprise my victims, to catch them off guard with normal human conversation and reactions to their suggestive magic. Even in the heathlands when the shadows found me, I had protection and a plan.
But what could I do in the yellow suite in nothing but my underwear? There wasn’t even a lamp for me to brandish or a bottle to break. My whiskey was already packed in my duffel by the door. 
Faced with my worst nightmare–an inevitable nightmare–I recited my daily cannon to myself. 
As long as I take one with me, I'll die happy.
I lunged for my pillow. 
The fiend was lightning quick. Salmon pink claws dug into my arm, but my other hand closed around the hilt of my busted knife. She was on top of me, reaching for my neck, a knee jammed into the small of my back and grinding down on one of my kidneys. She giggled, a girlish, gleeful sound. When I looked up at her, I didn’t see her face. I saw Riggles Station. I saw the hollow faces of the homeless. 
Don’t help her.

I heard that fucking train…
I twisted beneath the curtain of her red hair and slammed my knife through the lumpy goose down pillow.
She howled in pain as the point bit into her torso. I couldn’t see where, focusing all my effort on driving up and up and up, muscles burning with fire. I needed to do as much damage as possible before she got the upper hand if I had any hope at all. 
I slammed my hand under her chin, blood from her ruptured guts pouring all over my sheets and arms and feather down. My hand was bright red, slick, and unsteady. Still, it was enough to shut her up. As I squeezed her trachea, she coughed violently in my face, spraying spit on my cheeks that smelled like old xylitol gum. She latched onto my hair and dragged me sideways, trying to force my head down.  
I ripped my knife back and left it in the pillow where it snagged on the cotton pillow case and feathers. She held my hair in a vise grip that obscured my vision, and I stabbed myself in the thigh as I flailed.
This was it.
I let go of fighting her as she pushed me down face first, smashing my nose and mouth into the fluffy mattress topper. I was twisted, my neck and back screaming for the corkscrew she’d made out of my spine. There wasn’t much left I could do except conserve my breath and try to die happy.
I felt around her face with my weakened left hand, shaking and numb, until I found her eye socket and dug two fingers in, hooking them under the lip of her cheekbone. 
The fiend shrieked, trying to wrestle me off as my nails scratched at her cornea, but my death grip was driven by the self-destructive confidence that I was about to be snuffed out. She scrambled, letting go of my head, and I gulped down air with a painful inhale.
When I hammered my knife into her body, I didn’t expect for it to find her throat. It caught on the corrugated cartilage of her esophagus and tore through her carotid artery on one side. The spray was immense as she gurgled. She fell into the hand-made quilt, lurching as her blood vessels blackened and air whistled through the bubbling gash of her esophagus instead of making it to her lungs.
Big, blood-shot eyes stared up at me, violently angry. I shook all over, breathing harder than if I’d run a marathon. But the knife–my dearest friend–was stuck in the bitch fiend’s throat and I was standing. 
“You should have listened to the rumors,” I quivered.
When her glare fogged over, I dropped to my knees involuntarily, unable to stand on my own.
Its face was still there, maniacal, behind my eyelids. I heard its gleeful chuckles as claws dragged through my skin. This one had cooed in just the same way as the one in the station.
A wave of anger drove me back to my feet, and I clawed my way up the glistening, bloody sheets. I stabbed the corner store clerk again, again, again. I punched the knife into her rib cage until my palm was too slick to keep traction. Then I left it there like a sword at the head of a burial mound, watching her mangled body for movement. 
Not a twitch.
“Tessa…”
I turned to the door. D'abel stood just inside, eyes wide. He took a step forward, looking me up and down, then thought better of it. I turned my eyes to the circular vanity mirror. I’d been tarred and feathered in blood, guts, and sticky goose down from the pillow. Clumps of my hair were matted with the stuff, one eye completely doused in red as it swelled shut. Whether the blood was mine or hers, I couldn’t say.
With the cleanest part of my left forearm, I smeared the rivulets off my face. 
“Lock the door,” I said in a calm, cold tone. “Open the window and shut the curtains.”
When D’abel didn’t move immediately, I slashed my hand at him with urgency.
“Now, D’abel.”
He strode across the room and did as I asked without question. We were lucky. There was no blood spatter on the window dressings or the wall opposite the door, but she had been loud. It was a matter of time before someone came. Police, landlady, didn’t matter. It would be another eight to twelve hours before everything disintegrated into dirt and sand. Unless…
“Can you suck her dry?” I asked. “Like the one in the fields.”
“The auf is already gone from its vessel. I cannot.”
Damn.
“How loud was it?” I asked with a sniff, pushing my sticky hair aside. D'abel examined me, judging my calm.
“Loud,” he said plainly.
I nodded, pacing, thinking. “Did anyone see you come up?”
“No.”
“Good. Wrap this around your waist.” He took the dark blue towel from my outstretched, bloody hand without hesitation. I rushed to the bathroom and dipped a washcloth in hot water.
There was a sharp knock at the door. D'abel and I swiveled around. I swallowed hard, staring at the doorknob separating us from jail bars. The landlady cleared her throat. 
“Excuse me, love. Everything alright?” she called in her sweetest stern voice.
I ran back out and grabbed D'abel’s arm. He turned his attention to me with confusion.
“You are going to answer that door,” I instructed in a rushed whisper, dragging my nails down his bare chest. Little red streaks blossomed on his pale skin and his scales rippled beneath my touch. “Just a crack. And apologize for the noise. Look happy,” I added, pinching his neck and collarbone, “and out of breath.”
“Hello? Now, if you don’t open the door, love, I shall have to call the police, yes?” Owena’s voice cracked frantically. “Hello?”
D'abel nodded to me once while I dabbed his chest with the washcloth in an attempt to make him look shiny with sweat. 
“As you will it.”
I ducked out of the door’s line of sight, toweling the blood off my face as fast as I could, pink droplets of water splattering the tiles underfoot.
Owena knocked again with crescendoing panic, and D'abel opened the door, mid-beat. The poor woman gasped. 
“Oh! Oh my. I-I’m, I–”
I watched the b’adruokh through the crack in the bathroom door, peering through the hinges as I wrapped up my bloody hair in another towel and piled it on my head. 
He leaned his shoulder against the door frame, grinning widely. His performance was flawless, holding the towel hastily over his hips, displaying the marks I’d put on his chest and neck.
“Yes? Is there something the matter?” he asked. He faltered as if I’d caught his attention, and his eyes trailed down the crack in the door, catching mine for a brief moment of appreciation.
“I-I just, ah, heard a commotion is all,” the landlady laughed nervously.
“Babe?” I called in my best bubbly voice. 
“Oh, Iesu Mawr!” the landlady exclaimed, peering inside. “Are you alright, love? It’s Owena!” 
I peeked my toweled head and one good eye out from behind the door with a little finger wave, hoping she didn’t realize the water wasn’t on yet and that my hair wouldn’t be wet.  
“Oh, hi! I’m good. Um, very good,” I laughed nervously. “I’m so sorry.” Don’t look at the bloody floor, don’t look at the bloody floor. “I guess we forgot about thin walls.”
“Apologies for getting carried away,” D’abel said, adjusting his hold on the towel to draw her attention as he blocked her view inside. He leaned closer to her with a challenging smile. “I’m afraid I love when she’s loud.” 
“Oh…” Owena trailed off, fanning herself with that same dish towel. “Just be mindful of your neighbours. If I didn’t know better, I’d’ve thought it was bloody murder going on in there. Lucky no littles are here today.”
“Of course. Please excuse us then.”
There was a pause, then D'abel stepped away from the door, shut and locked it. When he turned to me, the glimmer of flirtation was still painted on his scales.
“The innkeeper was quite flustered. I believe I performed well.”
“What do you want, a cookie?” I needled, tossing the towel on my head to the floor as I pushed the hair from my eyes. 
My gaze slid to the corpse on the bed. I walked over the old wood floorboards on sticky, bare feet, and climbed onto the blood-soaked sheets. When I pulled the knife out, the hilt was still warm. The blade was broken and bent, caught on ribs and other sinew. I left it on her chest and wiped the blood off on my tank. 
There was no saving the knife. My most reliable tool was gone.
The room was eerily quiet, the clock on the vanity tick-tick-ticking away. Muffled by the walls, a kitchen radio blasted cool rock downstairs, no doubt so that other guests wouldn’t hear our intense fucking. 
“I need to take a shower.”
“You’re badly injured, mine Tessa.”
D’abel nodded at my arm when I met his eyes again. I raised the appendage. Three deep scratches marred my flesh, still beaded with flesh blood. I shrugged it off. They wouldn’t even warrant stitches. “It’s not that bad.”
“Your back,” he motioned to the vanity. 
Perplexed, I twisted my face over my shoulder and found it was no wonder my spine burned. A deep laceration marred the flesh over my shoulder blade in a short, ragged tear that exposed the bone. Though it wouldn’t cause me permanent damage other than thick scars after stitches, red poured down my back and leg. My own red, and lots of it.
“Shit,” I cursed, attempting to see just how much of my blood had contaminated the rest of the room. Adrenaline was a hell of a drug. I didn’t feel the wound until I saw it.
“Wash and discard your clothes. Then I will tend to you.”
My cheeks grew hot, knowing what was coming. We stared off, D’abel’s brows raised as if in challenge. I wanted to deny him, but the stinging barb caught on the tip of my tongue. I swallowed it down, feeling its thorns as it burned my throat with equal parts vitriol and want.
Betrayed by my own body, I looked away so I wouldn’t see the victory in his grin.
“Alright,” I sighed, too exhausted to fight the inevitable. I was pragmatic, and this body was nothing. It was a tool… and maybe the only one I had left. I glanced at my ruined knife, feeling the acute loss like the death of a pet.
“Wash,” D’abel insisted gently. 
I jerked a nod at him, retreating to the bathroom as the adrenaline high diminished and my teeth began to chatter, making sure that both doors were locked. Then I slid to the shower floor and let the water wash it all away.
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I showered just as I was, in my underwear and tank. The water was so hot I could hardly breathe. Or maybe that was the shock. Everything stung. My arms, my shoulders, the self-inflicted stab wound in my thigh. Even my nail beds. I glanced at them to find purple and red welts beneath the edges where I’d clawed at the clerk hard enough to almost rip them off. 
Partway through, I shed my clothes and kicked the wad into the corner. The adrenaline had run its course and I was bone tired, with an arm I couldn’t lift thanks to the damage in my shoulder. I held it against my chest as if I had a sling, and rubbed a hand towel on my head. 
“Tessa,” D’abel called through the door, an edge of impatience in his voice. 
“Yeah, I’m good,” I called, panting. I shouldn’t have been out of breath, but drying myself with one hand was taking it out of me. 
The doorknob shook. I raised my brow at it. 
“I’m still naked,” I called back. “Give it up.”
“Come quickly or I’ll show you how ineffective human locks are.”
An exhausted smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth. “You mean the lock isn’t iron? It looks cheap.”
“Stannum. Tin and brass. Don’t test me.” 
“I thought I was the one in charge.” I wrapped a towel around my middle in an awkward dance. I held one corner in my wounded arm and swooped the other corner over my shoulders. It had to droop so it wouldn’t touch my gaping wound, which still bled in slow rivulets down my spine and between my cheeks. 
“Posture all you want, myn chalis. Your hackles rise and my throat goes dry. Except in matters of life and limb.” 
You mean in matters of blood.
I rolled my eyes, considered calling his bluff, then checked that all my important bits were covered. I opened the door to the yellow suite with droplets of cold water nestled atop my eyebrows.
D’abel sat at the foot of the bed, still wrapped in the blue towel he’d worn for our ruse. His long tail snaked around my ankle and squeezed before letting go, retreating beneath the bed where I wouldn’t trip on it. So he’d been using his tail to twist the doorknob. Sneaky. 
“Come, Tessa,” he said, a deep hiss in his chest. I got the impression that he wasn’t pleased. 
I joined him, sitting on the pouf between his legs so we could look at each other. I wasn’t happy with our arrangement, but I didn’t want him to find me combative either. It was a good deal. A really good deal. My fingers twitched remembering all those needles in his throat, and I softened in small increments, taking a deep breath. 
“If it’s like last time, I’d like to have a couple shots of the whisky downstairs first,” I said. “Would you mind bringing it up?”
“You want to thin the blood?” he asked with confusion. 
“Alcohol will dull my senses.” I stretched my arm, uncomfortable that I knew what my own bones, vessels, and tendons looked like. “Last time was… unsettling, and I could barely see then.” 
D’abel leaned his elbows on his knees so that when he tilted his head up, he brushed his nose against my chin. His breath fanned my neck and I swallowed hard.
“Simply drink your fill, mine Tessa. The more you take, the faster you will be whole, and I swear to you that you cannot take too much.”
I scrunched back so our faces weren’t so close. D’abel looked up at me through lidded eyes, his garnet gaze turning pink beneath his white lashes. 
“Drink my fill?”
“You have lost too much blood,” he interrupted, his elegance cracking as he glanced at my feet and the discolored puddle collecting on the towels. “So much that I might lick the floor you walk on. So do not argue with me. Just once, accept me.”
I clenched my jaw, then let out a twisted-up breath that did nothing to stamp out my fiery nerves. Regardless of if I had actually lost that much blood, the fact that I wasn’t alarmed was concerning. Not just for my health and judgment, but for the room we’d need to clean. 
“Alright,” I exhaled. I expected D’abel to smile in victory, but he was too hungry and desperate, Adam’s apple bobbing as he breathed in the scent of my iron-rich injuries. His fingers floated to the deep scratches on my forearm as if he were mesmerized. 
I pulled my hand away and his eyes slammed closed, slitted nostrils flaring as he breathed in a deep, controlled breath and twisted his tail over itself like a nest of angry snakes.
Maybe he was angry.
“This exchange is about sex, isn’t it? The blood… Will it feel good every time?”
The pain and impatience in D’abel’s eyes simmered as I drew him out of my scent and back into our conversation. “Would you prefer it be painful?”
I stared hard at his silky hair as my core clenched. “No.”
“Then turn around.”
The stool spun before I could shift, his tail turning it like the hatch in a bulkhead door. I came face to face with us in the mirror, my heart hammering.  
Perhaps I had a Napoleon Complex. When D’abel and I squared off, when I was angry, I forgot how large he was compared to me. His chest was twice as wide as mine. His thighs comfortably sandwiched my stool and were bent at a high angle, as if the bed’s mattress were slightly too low. Slippery moon-silver hair brushed against my skin and left goosebumps in its wake. And those hands… They engulfed my shoulders like I was a child. 
I was so small. Compared to D'abel I was no better than a chihuahua named Ankle Shark. How had I ever survived any of this at all? 
D’abel’s tail pulled the pouf back and the top of my rear met the cool scales of his groin. His thigh muscles flexed as he gazed down at me. I watched us in the mirror, the way his expression softened as his breath tickled my ear, how his tail rearranged itself around my feet and the bedposts, dragging blood and water with it across the wooden floorboards. My b’adruokh, the ancient creature that had tied itself to me, wrapped his arms around mine, one flexed in a fist, the other with a claw extended. My eyes dipped to his flawless opalescent skin and I swallowed down an unsettling thirst. 
“What if I never let you drink from the source?” I asked, desperate for some way to stay in control. He paused with his claw denting the delicate scales above his veins. “What if you only ever get my blood when I’m injured?”
D’abel huffed, and I gleaned his crooked smile in our reflection. “Then our exchange will take quite a long time. Do you want that? This tension between us to never end?” 
“No. I want what you’re offering,” I said with conviction, staring at the corpse on the bed. “I want to not need you.” When I looked back at him, his smile was gone.
“Then drink your fill, myn chalis, and discard me like a cup when all is done.” 
He threw those words from the heathlands back in my face as he pierced his own skin without so much as a hiss. Black blood oozed from the slice like oil, dripping onto my bare thigh. Each drop weighed as much as an apple, pressing a divot into my flesh. 
D’abel held my forehead with his free hand and pressed his wrist to my mouth as I opened my lips to protest. Coppery blood filled my mouth, thick like hot molasses. I swallowed instinctively as D’abel buried his flat nose into my neck. 
And then my eyes rolled back. All my life, his sweet wine had been what was missing. It rehydrated my mummified soul and awakened parts of who I used to be. The girl that wanted things, lived fast, loved hard... I groaned, voicebox tight from the angle D’abel kept on me. He pressed his nose to my esophagus to feel the vibration of my moan and the way I swallowed him down with a desperate shudder.
I sucked on his wrist, and more of the deep, dark sweetness coated the walls of my mouth. My teeth, the insides of my cheeks, my salivary glands. I pressed it into my gums to savor him. It was as if his blood was made from ambrosia concentrate, overwhelming and addictive, a flavor I wanted in my mouth for the rest of time, but so powerful that it threatened to burn me from the inside out like a candle wick.
The hand on my forehead slid through my wet tangles, down the back of my neck, then pushed me forward on the cushion until my wound was within reach of D’abel’s mouth. He slid his nose along my skin, mouth open and hot as I clung to his arm. I dropped my towel in my desperation to keep his wound sealed within my lips. 
My eyes opened wide as the towel slipped off my feverish skin. I looked at us in the mirror, my breasts pressing into his arm, his naked chest to my naked back like lovers. I nearly whimpered and lifted my ass towards his groin, but dug my fingers into his scales to stop myself. If I wanted to keep any pretense of a barrier between us, I needed to snag the towel from the floor. 
But then I’d have to let go of the fountain still gushing into my mouth, and there was no way I would let it go. My veins ran scorching hot with power and I wasn’t about to give it up. 
The hinges of D’abel’s jaws stretched the taut membranes that held them together like rubber bands, exposing the cushioned rows of python teeth within. His thick purple tongue extended from his serpentine mouth to my spine. 
“Myn chalisssss,” he hissed, slowly pumping the fist in my clutches to draw forth more of his blood.
Then the b’adruokh extended his split tongue towards my spine. Its two tails rubbed against each other in anticipation. His tongue was the color of deep bruises, glistening wet, prehensile, and curious. It lapped at my vertebrae, feeling every knob with his eyes fixed on mine in the mirror. 
He did it again, patient and languid, skirting the tender edges of my injuries, conditioning me to the feel of him as his tail wrapped around my legs in a slow, mesmerizing coil. His eyes were a challenge, a promise, a question…
D'abel expected me to deny him. 
I held his stare and squeezed his arm and fist in my hands, swallowing the weight of his thick black blood into the pit of my soul and setting the pitch on fire. I was a street dog with a meaty bone and nothing was going to peel his wrist from my lips. Let him guess and doubt himself. Let him hope that I was accepting him. 
Maybe I was. Because I wanted–No, I needed–
D’abel shivered, pressing his groin into the swell of my ass. The space between his hips wasn’t flat anymore, but bulging with something beneath his scales. A swollen, twitching shaft that wasn’t human, even if its bulge was recognizable. I squirmed on my cushion, pressing my knees against his thighs where he caged me in and bent me over. 
D’abel spoke to me in words I couldn’t fathom as he petted my spine and cleaned the rivulets of red that painted my back. Ancient, familiar, but too distant to clearly decipher. A fluid string of sentences that were both poetic and filthy. His voice was a dark rasp of starvation, tuning my strings like a cello.
“You need both, don’t you, sublime spirit?” he groaned, more to himself than to me. I didn’t understand until his claws raked down my spine, leaving an icy, burning trail in their wake. His tail then brushed against my pussy where it leaned off the edge of the cushion, and my swollen lips popped off his skin on a mewl. 
“D’abel,” I rasped, half a warning, half a plea. 
When his maw unhinged and he fit his mouth over my shoulder blade, I expected to feel the scrape of his needle teeth, but instead, they lay flat. His tongue cushioned itself against my exposed bone and muscle, at first excruciating, but as his saliva seeped into the tissue, turned into a tingling heat. His tongue delved into my flesh and felt me from the inside, splitting into its two points to explore my scapula. 
I closed my eyes, but not from horror. I should have been disgusted and unnerved, but my pussy clenched and I pushed up against his mouth, lost in an ecstasy that was so foreign, so alien, that I lost purchase on my humanity. 
I wanted D’abel to be part of me. In some perverse corner of my mind, I wanted him inside me in any way I could get him. If he sank into me with his hands and teeth, I would come just the same as if it were his cock. I wanted all of him to mingle with all of me. Every particle and aspect shared. And I realized…
He could be mine. To absorb, to own, body and soul, if only I were hungry enough to take him.
Emboldened by how my heart raced in its cage, D’abel’s tail gripped my waist and pressed up on the underside of my breasts. I clutched the thick muscle with one white-knuckled hand as the wound in his wrist closed and I growled in frustration. 
“No,” I panted, scraping my square teeth ineffectually against his scales. 
Then I noticed the wet. 
Not between my legs, which was slippery and swollen with lust, but all around me. Water on D’abel’s tail wriggled beneath my palm, unyielding as if it were under high pressure. Mist prickled my cheeks like the icy fog of an early spring morning. 
My confusion brought me back, snapping reality into its jigsaw pieces until my brain registered what my skin was feeling. 
Before I could orient myself, D’abel’s tail tightened on my legs. He lifted me off the pouf with the strength of its coil alone and I clung to it, falling forward. He stared at my naked body with a crease in his brow, his curtain of silvery hair sliding off his shoulders between us, as if in drunken disbelief. He sank to his knees behind me, gripped the globes of my ass, and spread my thighs apart, burying his tongue in my pussy. 
I gasped, my eyes blowing wide open. I clutched his tail in both hands as his tongue’s twin points undulated independently through the smears of blood that had collected from my shoulder. A vibration shook the room, so deep that I couldn’t hear it, but which made my body convulse like Jörmungandr was feasting between my legs and growling his godly secrets into my soul. 
It was as if time had slowed down in a rainstorm. The water droplets suspended in the air all around us danced like a hypnotic ferrofluid, following the low, steady beat of organs bigger than the room. The wet squeezed under the doors and through the cracks in the windowsill. It dripped from the ceiling and up through the floors. They weren’t clear droplets, but brackish and dark. Some were like garnet beads, blood lifting right out of the carpets I’d stepped through on my way to the bathroom.
“D’abel–” I started, shocked, heart hammering. But my eyes rolled back as he growled again, stealing away my senses with his possessive tongue pushing insistently against my womb. One fork of its tip drove into the ceiling of my channel and I–I–
I came undone on a broken moan, milking him and rolling my hips as I clawed my fingers into the smooth armor of his tail, feeling whole and electric. I could remain speared on him for eternity.
That scared me.
I fumbled with one trembling, clumsy hand behind my back until I found his hair and pulled with ripping force. He hissed viciously, turning me in his tail until we were facing each other and I latched onto his throat before I’d even thought about it. 
We panted in the silence, staring drunkenly at each other, swaying in the force of our synchronized heartbeats. Time stood still as the rainstorm drew itself into the spaces between D’abel’s scales, wriggling into his flesh. The droplets brushed against me, running down my forearms and breasts before leaping to his skin.
And I realized with his throat in my hand that the needles of iron inside of him were breaking. Their lengths splintered and cracked, sandwiched between tendons, muscles, and cartilage. His eyes glowed from deep within, pulsing like a bioluminescent cuttlefish.
“What are you?” I wondered, breathing in the heavy salt air. It chimed like gold coins around his face, though there was nothing there. The hair stood on my forearm. Treasure, treasure, treasure him–
“Take more, myn chalis. Take it all,” he slurred, voice rich and begging with his mouth smeared in red and his chin glistening from being buried between my legs. 
I squeezed harder, jaw clenched as my voice warbled unsteadily. “What are you?”
“B’adruokh.”
D’abel had never looked so intoxicated or alien, the way he stared at me. The way his voice was bigger than the room. But I was different too. My joints were smooth, my muscles strong, even if I trembled. 
And I was thirsty.
“And what is that?” I insisted, shaking his neck. His breath hitched and a scent like storms at sea rose between us and made my mouth water. 
“A spirit…” He blinked his dilated eyes slowly, trying to come back to me. “An… elemental.” 
Droplets of water skated over my eyelashes and down the bridge of my nose. They rolled from my eyes to his, burrowing into his tear ducts. 
A water elemental.
It clicked into place. The torrential downpour and waterlogged earth all around the cottage. The darkness in the skies that never quite dissipated. 
My grip on his throat loosened in awe. 
D’abel pulled my face to his by the back of my hair and fit our mouths together. He wrapped his tail’s tip around my throat in kind and plundered me, stroking his tongue across my teeth and the entrance of my throat, fucking my mouth like he’d tasted my pussy. My fingers twitched. Instead of pushing him away, I–
I dragged him in. I didn’t need more blood. I needed him pounding between my legs until I couldn’t breathe.
The rumble in the air was in the water, and now it was in me too. I felt it in my veins and soft tissues, in my eyes and breasts and womb. D’abel’s elemental voice dislodged me like an oil tanker’s engine, bone deep and shattering. 
It was D’abel that pulled away first, his hand pressing into the center of the mirror behind my head. It cracked like a spiderweb under his weight and he gripped the shards, cutting his palm open as the glass ground through his skin.
“Take it, Tessa.”
I pushed his hand away. “I don’t want blood, I don’t need blood. I need–”
“Blood or nothing,” he snarled, snapping his teeth at me for the first time. 
“If you’re really mine, I want you to fuck me, D’abel. Then I’ll–”
“Enough!” the elemental croaked, his scales lifting as if his hackles were standing on end. “No more. I cannot control myself.”
“Then don’t!” 
D’abel snatched my jaw in his tail’s tip and licked a track of blood dripping from my eye as if he were grooming me. 
“You enjoy the pain, but you will not enjoy being torn apart, Tessa.”
I felt my face with my fingers and came back sticky with bright red. He had been shattering me. Whether it was with a fraction of his true self or the weight of his entire spirit, I couldn’t know. However much of his blood I’d swallowed, it wasn’t enough to heal me faster than he hurt me. 
“Okay,” I said, cowed into wide-eyed silence. 
D’abel butted his face against my cheeks and jaw in relief, his breath uneven and ragged. He purred like a crocodile, and the frozen droplets in the air shook as he tapped my skin in short, gentle nudges. It was comforting in an instinctive way. A monstrous way. Something that elementals did, not humans. I sighed with relief, my lashes fluttering closed. If he squeezed his tail around my chest, I knew it would feel like the safest place in the world. 
Which made my hair raise in alarm.
“Stop,” I hitched, every nerve ending on fire in warning.
D’abel froze, his nose pressed to my collarbone. He nudged me again and I could practically hear his soul begging me to let him continue. I pushed him back and his hands tightened on my hip bones. 
“I said stop,” I murmured. 
He grimaced as he set me down, unwinding his tail. It took physical effort for him to pry his claws away where they stung my skin. When his coil released me I collapsed on tingling, bloodless feet and shuffled away from his touch. He looked down at me with equal parts awe and regret.
“As you will it, mine–”
“Don’t. Go.”
D’abel flinched, then dissolved into a column of mist. The droplets filling the air crashing into the furniture, light fixtures, electronics, and floor, leaving me huddled naked against the underside of the vanity as old outlets sparked and fizzled, terrified of what I’d unleashed onto the world. 
More terrified of the feelings he’d unleashed in me.
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Owena listened in fascination, ear pressed to the crack beneath the door of the bathroom connecting the yellow and blue suites. The blue suite had called down because of a leak, so she’d done her due diligence, called the plumber, made them a cuppa…
But when it came time to knock on the door to the yellow suite, something stopped her. Shame burned her cheeks at first, remembering how delicious the American’s boyfriend looked in his towel. Burnished skin and coarse black hair on his chest that captured water droplets like diamonds she wanted to lick up. 
But listening in was just a precaution, not improper. What with the ruckus they’d caused and Cheryl down at the corner shoppe not answering anyone’s calls… Neighbors had gathered on the village green in concern. How was she to tell Ieuan that those murderous shrieks were enthusiastic bedplay? The poor deacon was nigh eighty years old! She didn’t have the strength. 
But she was the village innkeeper. It was her job to ensure her guests were safe and happy. This was for the American’s own safety. 
Except that they were clearly back at it. At least he’d kept his word in keeping her quiet. Owena pressed her knees together as the woman moaned, her mouth occupied with something. 
“If you’re really mine, I want you to fuck me–”
Why had she fixed these bloody locks?! If she hadn’t, she’d be able to see. 
“Enough!” the man growled in a decadent bass cadence. “No more. I cannot control myself.”
“Then don’t!”
“Iesu Mawr,” Owena whispered, fingers creeping along the inseam of her pants. What was his name, Daniel? Darnell? His voice was as rich as chocolate and just as sinful. She took a deep breath every time he spoke, as if she could inhale his voice and keep it in her ears forever. 
“As you will it,” he said in a tortured hum and Owena practically came apart, rubbing two fingers shamelessly against the seam pressing into her panties.
Then something broke. A pipe? A dam? The world? A deluge of salt water with swirls of pink and red rushed under the door, dowsing Owena’s jeans. She gasped as the bloody water soaked through her shoes, bits of curly bright orange hair washing up against the baseboards. She picked up a clump, heart in her throat.
It… It was Cheryl’s hair color. 
Owena swallowed air in tiny gulps, fingers shaking uncontrollably. She attempted to pull her phone from her apron pocket, but it clattered out of her fingers with a soft thump on the bath mat. Red-hot terror scorched her cheeks and temples as she picked it up and clutched it to her chest with wide rabbit eyes. 
Terror overwhelmed her as the silence settled. Terror and a strange excitement that closed her throat and tightened her chest. It was the sort of rubbernecking fascination that came with the thrill of standing near a disaster. Owena would tell stories about the murder in her bed and breakfast for years to come. Once the village settled down, she could find a tasteful way to use it. Frame the news articles in the foyer, hold seances…
Aahhh, there it was. Greed. Envy. Lust. So many of our favorite things, all in a single hope for the future. Owena bit her lip, imagining what she might find on the other side of the door. Would sweet Cheryl’s body be desecrated? The sounds had been horrendous. Surely the mess would be too. Would guests decades from now whisper about how her blood had soaked into the floorboards and ruined the carpets? 
Our dress brushed Owena’s shoulder as we breathed in the scent of her spirit like a fine wine. She squeaked, falling against the sink drawers. 
“Such a sour vintage, love. A little more lust, we think. Go on, imagine D’abel’s fat cock in place of that door knob again. You’ll taste much sweeter.” 
Owena tried to scream but her throat was too tight to get a sound out. Her heart galloped in her chest. She clutched the countertop with white-knuckled fingers as she drank us in. 
We rarely knew what we looked like from moment to moment, but there was no doubt that Owena saw a vision of herself. Successful, well-dressed, without a bandana and rag in tow. She was still an innkeeper, but dark chic in a grey linen dress and a white Chelsea collar. Very twenties Chanel. Morose and devastatingly interesting with lips that glistened like cranberries. 
Her spirit sweetened just a hair as she glanced from her lips on our face that were plump with money to the doorknob by her cheek. We smiled a cupid’s bow smile. Much better.
The innkeeper opened her mouth just as we opened ours. A little parlor trick. A little fun. It always made a mortal’s blood drain. She snapped her mouth shut and pressed her back harder into the cabinets. 
“I know, I know. Many questions stewing beneath that crown of yours,” we cooed, toying with one of the doe’s stray curls. 
“How?” the innkeeper breathed. A tear blazed a trail along the shell of her nostril to the top of her thinning, chapped lips and we brushed it away. She pressed her shaking fingers to our cheek with reverence. 
“Dear Owena. Secrets are not secrets for long when the uninvited hear them. What if one of my dear auf were to catch hold of you? The b’adruokh’s freedom will have been wasted.” We tsked. “We are not as cruel as our children.” We tilted our head, squinting through the door. “Or lazy. Can you believe he called us a spectator? Laughable.” 
“Th-the elf?”

We pressed our thumb against her mouth and heat consumed her toes, her ankles, her legs, like the rising mercury in a thermometer. Her stare glazed over as she admired the softness of her own mouth and the prick of her own almond-shaped manicure. The length of her own slender neck, the voluptuous breasts she’d give herself if the profits on Cheryl’s death were as good as she hoped.
“Is it so bad to give yourself over to the things you want?” we murmured, mouth close enough to hers that she could smell her own raspberry lip gloss. We breathed her in, admiring how her skin broke down around her eyes into the ravines of age. The death of hair follicles in her eyebrows and forehead. 
We stroked the fine lines in the divot of the bridge of her nose, flicking our nail off the tip gently. “There’s no shame in the gift we offer you, dear Owena. You can love yourself again through us.”
We brushed our lips against her nose and Owena’s abdomen tightened with syrupy anticipation. She squirmed on the tiles, every nerve at attention, and breathed herself in. Our clothes smelled of peonies and our flesh glittered like crystals of sunlight. We were aglow with warmth and the innkeeper’s lost youth, so inviting…
How could have she squandered her twenties and thirties with things like children and elderly parents? It wasn’t fair that she looked in the mirror now and saw her mother and aunts. If she’d had money and freedom, she would be full up with memories of men and club lights, expensive suites and envious whistles. 
“Yes,” Owena breathed, lost to the ecstasy of our illusions. Her eyes filled with fog as her corneas decayed and we smiled lovingly, brushing her hair as it fell from her crown and joined Cheryl’s curls in the bloody water beneath her knees.
“Drift into eternity, dear Owena,” we purred, committing her face to our billions. She no longer held affection for the body that served her so faithfully, but we would honor it. Remember it. Welcome it into the bliss of our bright darkness. 
Our lips pressed to hers in a sweet, ripe kiss. Owena burned, consumed by the majesty of her own beauty. She was everything, the universe in a mortal sheath made to blink out like a falling star and all the more precious for it. The cosmic light our children craved so desperately roared in her. 
Owena slid her fingers into the tendrils of our hair, pulling us deeper into her soul as she tangled her tongue with ours. Her flesh tore, the heat of her spirit pouring from her like lava, dousing the water closet, the yellow suite, the village, the land with a light that could not be extinguished. 
Owena lost track of where her toes ended and the tiles began. She didn’t notice how the water gathered in droplets in the air and squeezed through the cracks of the door, or how the old windows rattled with the b’adruokh’s passions. She could no longer tell if she had hair of her own, or eyes or lungs or clothes. The ends of her fingers felt smooth like clay, without nails or knuckle skin. Her teeth loosened and rattled in emaciated gums. Her bones ground down their joints and turned to dust. 
She was so much more than she’d ever known. 
Sinking into our bright darkness. Sinking into dust and soil.




15
I’d sat shivering against the vanity for an hour, swaying between numb acceptance and terror.
It was the wet in the walls and seeping through the floors that scared me. The plumber that would be called. The landlady that would unlock the room. They’d see the fiend dead in a pool of blood on my bed and call the police. I would have to face the things I’d done. The loved ones left behind. It left a chill in my bones colder than death. 
But that never happened.
In one of my moods of numb acceptance, I stared at the pink water around my icy toes, barely breathing, and heard it. The susurration of water as it rolled through the carpet fibres. Like the tide, it spilled over my feet. It wasn’t following the grain of the floorboards, but cutting across them. 
Towards the window. 
It took hours, but the water rolled through the cracks in the floor, the vents, the caulking around panes of glass. Once my legs stopped shaking from the things D’abel had done to me, I crawled into the bathroom and found it all collecting at the drain, rolling up the lip of the tiled shower to get there. The perforated brass plate rattled as the water swarmed, squeezing its way into the pipes, forcing the house to swallow every drop.
“Thank you,” I’d whispered with my forehead pressed against the tiles. Whether I was talking to D’abel or not, I couldn’t say. He didn’t return to the suite, though, for which I was thankful. I wouldn’t have known what to say. 
It took until the next morning for the room to be clean. Owena didn’t do any more wellness checks, but it was my check-out time and she still had some of my laundry. I opened the door to find a neat stack of clothes in a wicker basket with a note that read, “We hope you enjoyed your stay!”
I shoved them in my bag, hefted it onto my back, and marched out into the heathland with my atlas open and my fingers trailing over its pages. Snowdonia was a large, rugged region, but D’abel would find me. He would always find me. The elemental was inevitable.
Or maybe I would find him. As I searched the horizon with clouds heavy like sheep’s wool, I felt a compulsion of the same kind that came with the hunt. It pulled me west, straight through mountain peaks covered in frigid fog. It was too much of a risk to hike through them with the sky so dark, so I ventured out along the highway going north.
The rain set in within minutes of cresting the first hill. It weighed down my hood as I huffed white breath into the air. The going was slow. Not because my fingers and toes were numb, but because D’abel’s blood weighed me down. I still felt it heavy in my gut, unsettlingly hot as it welled through my flesh. 
While training to be a paramedic, I’d learned about snake bites. How the fangs would pierce fat and muscle, injecting toxins into the lymphatic system. Muscle contractions are its mode of circulation, which means every squish or wriggle of an organ, every breath and palpitation, spreads the venom like water soaking through a sponge. It’s a slower envenomation than a bite straight to the bloodstream, but thorough and devastating all the same. 
Every step felt like I was kneading the sponge. Quiet and still in the yellow suite, I’d only felt weighed down by the blood exchange like it was a stone in my gut. Out in the heathlands, it spread faster. Hotter. My pussy pulsed and weeped, even as miserable as the hike was from the gale. 
Three hours later, I stopped at the ruins of an ancient Roman fort with placards erected at its walls for tourists. I slid down one such wall away from the slant of the rain and crouched above the grass, needing the break but not the wet butt. I paused as I pulled the trash bag off my duffel, staring at my fingers. 
Humans can’t actually feel wetness. We feel surface textures, temperature, pressure... My fingers were cold as the rain pelted them, so I’d assumed they were wet. But they weren’t. They were as dry as powder. 
I pushed my sleeve up and held my hand out into the rain. Droplets hit my cold skin, then slanted off in perfect wobbly spheres. I captured some in my palms and rubbed them together. When I opened my hands, the drops I’d broken apart sifted off my skin like grains of sand. 
Wide-eyed, heart pounding in my ears, I pushed off my hood and jumped to my feet. Rain hit my face and slid away in mercurial rivulets. One drop hit my eye and I felt no sting as it slithered into the divot of my tear duct. 
“Holy shit,” I breathed. Was I hallucinating? My clothes were wet. My thighs were numb. But my hair? My brows? Dry. All dry. 
I slumped back on the wall, speechless, staring at the forearm that D’abel’s blood had healed. I hadn’t looked at it closely, partially because of how disturbing the process had been, and now saw the faint glow of pale scars. When I tilted them in the worsening light, a pearly sheen raced across their surface. 
I dropped my arm to my lap with a huff of bitter laughter. Scales. D’abel and I were exchanging a whole lot more than blood. I took a deep breath and let it out. As much as I wanted to throttle him, it was at least proof that I was getting something out of the deal I’d made. 
Besides, I couldn’t be sure exactly how much he knew about the whole chalice arrangement. I was the only one he’d ever have, and he’d been imprisoned for centuries before we met. Maybe it was unfair to blame him for the mysterious contract I’d willingly signed. 
I forced my way through a stack of crackers and cream cheese, weighing the situation, washed it down with a shot of whisky to warm my bones, then packed up and moved on. 
There was nothing to do but move on. 
≋
The night wasn’t nearly as comfortable as the day. I heard things in the grass. Footsteps and breath, rustling fabric. All not real. All my imagination as the attack in the heathlands replayed itself in my mind on an ugly, frightening loop. I itched to hold my knife but it was useless, bundled up in my duffle and mangled to hell. My hands felt naked without it. 
As soon as I found even a modicum of shelter, I took it. I didn’t want to walk into anything in the suffocating darkness. I felt hunted and harried by myself now. Didn’t matter if it was out in the wilderness or in a town, nowhere felt safe anymore. 
There was an abandoned lean-to among the miles of fences. Whatever sheep or cattle rested here were off in some other pasture. I took advantage of it, ducking under its tin roof. The roar of the rain was deafening, all-consuming. 
D’abel’s blood had worked its way from my stomach into my limbs. Its heat made me ache between the thighs, sweat collecting on my brow. I stripped off my clothes in a fit of madness as soon as my duffle hit the muddy weeds, peeling the wet layers away from my dry skin with a gasp of relief. The water pebbled and rolled off my legs as my pants came off, and I sank my bare toes into the ground. 
My skin was pale blue against the Welsh night. I stared down at myself, hardly able to see anything at all without the moon to bathe the landscape, and brushed my hands through my dry hair as the water pelted my shoulders and cheeks. I took a deep breath and the air smelled salty like the ocean, filled with brine and the sediment of billions of years. Churning, churning, just like my gut. 
I didn’t put my clothes back on, but sealed them in a plastic bag and stuffed them inside my sleeping bag with me to keep them warm for the morning. I couldn’t imagine putting them back on just yet. They felt like an abomination. 
Is that why D’abel didn’t wear clothes? 
I held onto the edges of my bag, tucking my fingers under my chin as I peered out at the mountains in the distance. The rain was petering out here, but a thick curtain of it blurred the peaks. Silent lightning lit up the clouds beyond them in the direction I was headed. And not too far away–a mile at most–I thought I saw a figure. A pale dot on the hills across the highway far beneath my lean-to. It stood still, watching me…
I fell asleep anyway. My dreams were full of steam that solidified into claws and a tail. A pillar of water invaded my mouth, choking me to the hilt as it became a sinful tongue with two forks that moved like fingers. D’abel’s hiss slithered down my spine as his weight settled on me and I opened my legs. He sank into me like a possession, filling me until my stomach was distended by the heft of his cock and our movements crashed through me in a violent tide.
I woke up with blue pressing against my eyelids and knew that morning had come. I had never really been a morning person, and though I had no phone to throw anymore, I still fought for every groggy, blissful moment before my eyes opened. I pressed my thighs together with a delicious roll of the hips and dragged in the fresh dewy scent of morning. 
Until something wriggled against my tear duct. My brows stitched together. It had to be a bug. It writhed, pressing against my eye.
Then it slipped beneath my eyelid. 
I scrambled to my feet faster than I ever had, batting at my face, eyes squeezed shut on instinct. I tripped over my sleeping bag and thumped against a crumbling brick wall, trying desperately to pry my eye open and get it out. 
The more I struggled, the more bugs burrowed between my lashes. They infested my nails and squirmed against my cuticles. Several abandoned my eyes and found my nose, my ears, my gums. I screamed, eyes flying wide open–
I stared at my fingers in horror. 
Water.
It clung to me like mercury to a magnet. My navel tingled as droplets roved up my legs, and I caught them invading me through every orifice, every break in my skin. My thighs trembled as streams climbed into my pussy as if I was watching myself pee in reverse. I slammed my thighs closed and pressed the heel of my hand into my groin, shaking with my back to the wall, unable to stop the swollen pulse in my clit.
It was a violent shift from terror to lust as an orgasm was ripped from me like a ragdoll simply because of the pressure against my channel. The water extended in soft spikes like a ferrofluid, teasing my cervix, my walls, every corner it could possibly reach. I cried out in ecstasy, breasts bouncing against my stiff arms, trying to catch my breath as the water demanded entrance. Every climactic pulse drew more of it into me until my womb felt heavy.
“D’abel!” I roared, my snarl echoing across the landscape. I looked to where the pale dot on the hill had watched me and lulled me into sleep. It wasn’t there anymore. “Fuck me yourself, you fucking coward!”
I flung obscenities at the mountains until I collapsed into a mewling mess, rubbing my clit and cursing him for the disappearing act. Tears streaked my cheeks, born of frustration and anger hot enough to keep my naked skin warm. In time, the water was no longer clear, but brackish like the ocean. Dark and brooding.
Then black and thick like blood. My stomach growled as D’abel’s essence caressed my skin and pressed against my lips. I opened for the onslaught in my exhaustion and swallowed down as much of it as I could get. Just like the water, it consumed me. The air steamed as I grew hotter than a fever, lying prone on the grass and rocks so that the rain pelted my breasts and face and stomach and thighs, offering a modicum of icy relief.
Whatever the ramifications of the yellow suite, this frijaz he’d bound me to wasn’t meant to be a long process. Like a wedding ceremony, we’d gotten through the I do’s, but he’d disappeared before the kiss the bride part.
Cold feet? Cowardice? Concern?
No matter if my spirit was strong enough to endure his yet. The next time we met, I was taking the reins.
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THREE YEARS AGO.
I pressed my non-slip socks into the white tiles and bounced my knees as I wrote down some notes in shorthand. I bent my head over the paper for privacy, shielding the loose leaf paper from the fluorescent lights.  
Christmas soon. Planning to spend a long break with Jess and Uncle Jim while I job search. Kitch kn, four doa. It’s going to be relaxing to be home. Maybe it’s a good idea to get out of Boston and clear my mind a bit. Somewhere without trains. Perp juve. ✓ed w/ S. It’d be nice to ride a bike again… Not in the snow ofc lol. 
My marker paused, bleeding through the sheet. Flashes of bright lights in the dark. The sounds of someone eating. Pop, slurp crunch. I squeezed myself together like I was afraid of unraveling, elbows to my ribs, shoulders to my jaw.
“Hey, Lucky Charm, how you doing today?”
I blinked out of my memories and sat up straight, fighting the urge to cover my piece of paper. Glenn sat down across from me and the rest of the noise in the open art therapy room seeped back in. He smiled, leaning his elbows on the table, and the bounce in my knee instantly settled. I smiled back with relief. 
“Doing good. Just journaling,” I said, slowly putting my notes away like someone that wasn’t obsessive or secretive. “Pink today, huh?”
Glenn laughed, looking down at his fuschia scrubs and light grey long sleeves. “You like ‘em? Reed got them for me. Told me to wear them this week or else.”
I bit the inside of my cheek, swallowing hard. Secretly, it was my favorite color. I’d always been self-conscious about liking pink, but Reed knew me inside and out. 
“He’s doing okay,” Glenn said honestly. “Don’t worry too much. We’re all happy to be here for you. It feels good when you help someone.” 
I nodded, feeling that same hollow ache that had followed me for months. I still remembered the headlines. Mother-to-be Turned Killer Wannabe.
Paramedic Clipped by Train at Ruggles. Patient Pushes Paramedic into Oncoming Train… 
I’d suffered from deep cranial lacerations, a fractured ulna and wrist, a concussion, many scrapes, scratches, and bruises.
But no whiplash. No spinal cord injuries or rib fractures. No internal bleeding.
Nothing that suggested I’d been hit by a train. Instead, the spiral fracture in my forearm suggested I’d twisted. Everything from the print-shaped bruises to the cuts—the claw marks—were consistent with a struggle.
You don’t struggle with a train. 
But there had been a witness to say otherwise. A homeless man had come forward to say he was on the platform too. But I distinctly remembered him standing outside of the station when we first arrived. Yes, the details were murky, but he’d been standing with the others, listening to screams of a woman in labor. I was certain of it.
Poor Reed. He’d found me bleeding on the platform, unconscious near the edge. Apparently the woman had jumped and tried to take me with her. She was found smeared down the rails like pâté, but the station’s grainy CCTV had barely enough pixels to make out the sequence of events. 
And it didn’t line up with the foggy memories that haunted my nightmares.
Pop, slurp, crunch.
Who would believe me though?
I’d pushed it from my mind and chalked it up to reckoning with such a traumatic experience. Maybe I needed to vilify the woman that ended her life so that I could rationalize why she tried to take me with her. I focused on healing and told my mandated therapist about the nightmares I had so that she could help me work through them and heal up strong.
Except those nightmares followed me into the day in slip-ups of reality. At first it was all teeth. Smiles with too many smashed together or laughs that showed rows of them in the roof of someone’s mouth like a lamprey. Then there were the looks. Patients that grinned at me from their hospital beds and old women who barked catcalls at me from across the street. I tried to write off the odd noises that came from empty alleyways and between parked cars, but the feeling of being hunted just kept escalating. 
Some encounters were even worse. Depraved. I locked eyes with an elderly man standing next to his wife and heat plummeted between my legs. I was so hot, I could hardly breath, my pussy clenching on nothing with desperation. I caught myself a few paces closer to them, my hands on the buttons of my shirt, exposing my bra. The man smirked at me, then walked away. That wasn’t the only time that I felt the compulsion to strip in public or touch one of the hallucinations. All of them gave me some sort of feeling, and none of those feelings were bad, even if I was afraid. 
Something was very wrong. 
So four months after I was discharged from the hospital, I checked myself into the psych ward. 
And I’ve never been more clear-eyed. 
Other patients brought me drawings every once in a while, mostly of family and friends. At first, I hadn’t understood, but I’d kept them for the memories. I wanted my stay there to be a good memory. Admitting oneself to the psych ward was a positive choice. Proactive and self-healing. My brain needed time to learn to cope with what I’d been through. Collecting their drawings was a way to memorialize our goals. I planned to put them in one of those frames for kids drawings where I could choose different ones to highlight month to month and hang them in the hallway with photos of Uncle Jim and Jess.
Then one day, it clicked. A man with buzzed hair handed me a beautiful drawing of his mother smiling. I thanked him, then he took it back and filled her mouth with jagged red teeth right in front of me.
Maybe it’s because his mom and the pregnant woman both had brown hair, but suddenly, I understood. The handful of drawings people had given me weren’t just sweet pictures of their life outside of the ward like I’d assumed. They were victims. Stories that no one else would believe.
I wasn’t famous for what happened to me, but the little gathering of homeless people that had been there that night must have spread the word around the streets. As soon as they saw my patchy hair and the angry red scars like a halo around my face, they knew.
I gave that man with the buzzcut a drawing of the Ruggles woman and the train before the end of open art time that day. It was the only time he smiled at me. The next day, he drew me a picture of food in someone’s hand with a black slash through it. I gathered tidbits of information through whispers and song lyrics and interpretive dance during movement therapy sessions. I started journaling, hiding information for myself just in case the counselors and technicians read anything.
Glenn’s eyes flicked to my manilla folder of drawings and loose paper. His eyes crinkled at the edges. “You’ve made a lot of friends, huh?” 
I smiled, patting the folder, nerves wound tight around my heart. “Yeah, a few. We like exchanging art.”
“Like cigarettes in the prison yard.”
I snorted. “Something like that.”
Glenn looked me square in the eyes and covered my hand with his. “I’m glad you’re doing so well. Coming here isn’t a choice people make lightly. Reed and I are proud of you.”
Glenn had always been handsome with a dusting of stubble and a square jaw. He was tan, fit, and capable. Nothing rocked his boat. It was a big turn on, which told me exactly how bad I needed to take care of myself. I wasn’t attracted to him at all, but there I was pressing my knees together  over a friendly smile from my best friend’s husband. 
He squeezed my hand, then let go and reached for the corner of a drawing inside my folder. I resisted the urge to snatch it back, breath frozen in my lungs. The paper scraped against the table, and he tilted his head at it. 
“This must be from Liz,” he said. “She talks about her mom and dog all the time.”
I swallowed, curling my trembling fingers closed so he couldn’t see them shake. 
“Yeah, she really loves them.”
If he pulled it out any further, he’d see the pool of red they were standing in. But he didn’t. He pushed the drawing back in with a fond smile. 
“She does,” I sighed, fidgeting with the folder. The adrenaline in my system simmered down to a low boil now that it was safely in my hands. Glenn watched me jostle the pages with care until they were lined up nearly, then sat back and reached into his pocket. 
“So are you feeling good about going home soon? You’ve evened out so much. I’m asking as a friend, not as a counselor.” 
I swallowed hard. Leave? It was safe here, but out there… Now that I knew monsters were real, how would I handle the next time one glanced my way and we saw each other? 
“You look worried,” Glenn pushed.
My eyes flickered, a divot digging between my brows. “I guess I am.”
“Well,” Glenn leaned back in, sliding a baggie across the table towards me. I blinked at it, a crease in my brow. When I looked up at him out of confusion, he winked. “How about a little homemade fudge? Reed and I made a batch last night. Maybe it’ll ease your worries.” 
I glanced at the sign by the door—No Food or Drink—and heard Reed’s voice in my mind. Even if my memories of the attack were murky, the rest of that day was stamped into my brain in high definition. 
Lawful good.
A chill ran down my spine. I met Glenn’s conspiratorial smile, biting my lip as my fingers curled around my folder. “Maybe after dinner.”
He drummed his fingers on the plastic, crinkling the bag as he held my stare. The sound stung my ears, but I didn’t dare look away. I didn’t dare breathe…
“Sure,” he said with a shrug, pushing the bag further towards me. “Just don’t let the other techs see it.” He hid his mouth behind his hand and whispered, “They’ll get jealous.”
Glenn stood up with a salute. I waved as he turned towards the door and left without greeting any other patients or the psych tech doing paperwork in the corner. As soon as he was gone, I hugged my folder to my chest and forced myself to breathe. In, one, two. Out, one, two. But it was no use. My pulse raced, my legs wobbled, tears stung the corners of my eyes. I wanted to scream and tear and my hair. I wanted to sob and fall to the floor. 
Now I understood why everyone told me what they knew through drawings and movement therapy. The monsters were in the ward too.
They were everywhere.
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“Can I help you, love?” 
An ALDI clerk with a name tag that read Peter on a strip of white plastic on his right breast approached me from the end of the aisle as I stalked the shelves, looking for knives. I was in a foul mood after the way D’abel’s elemental waters had left me rubbed raw but still aching. It had taken me hours to pull myself together, but finding a box store an hour after pulling on my boots meant that it wasn’t a total loss at least. 
“Miss?”
I looked at him with a silent sigh and struck a vapid smile. The clerk’s blonde hair was swept back with a bit of product and his black jeans were slim, maybe slightly out of style. I hadn’t paid attention to that sort of thing in a long time, but they sagged a little around the knees, probably from stocking the shelves.
“Thanks, I’m good.”
His crystal blue eyes crinkled at the corners as he gave me a little nod.
“American,” he hummed. “Hiker?”
I pressed my lips together, resisting the urge to glance down at my hiking boots. “Yep. Just enjoying Snowdonia.” 
“We call it Eryri round here.”
“Eh-ruh-ree? Thanks, I’ve been wondering about that.”
I turned back to the shelves, clearly dismissing him, but he smiled a bit wider, leaning one shoulder into the shelves with his thumbs hooked on his jean pockets. 
“You stayin’ in town a while? Weather’s lousy for a hike right now but gets crisp again in a couple weeks. Stunnin’ it is.”
My hand paused on a paper-wrapped wheel of cheese and I swallowed down saliva at the thought of tasting it. D’abel said I could burn things to test them. I could buy this and try. Maybe some fruit. A tomato with basil and pepper, drizzled with olive oil… 
“I could take you to the pub.”
“Sorry?” I said, distracted by my appetite. After a morning of pining, moaning, writhing, and cursing in that godforsaken lean-to, I’d felt the first pangs of food hunger since the yellow suite. I’d eaten through my food like I was starving, licking the cream cheese right off its wrapper and eating my last microwave meal cold with my fingers. The temptation to eat something real was nearly unbearable now that I knew it might be possible.
But this clerk…
“Tonight?”
He looked sincere. I felt nothing but a slight annoyance as he smiled at me, rolling his lip between his teeth in a smooth attempt at flirtation. I cleared my throat and set the cheese down. 
“Actually, I was looking for knives,” I said, leaving his invitation unanswered. I grimaced good naturedly at him. “My camping knife got washed away. Do you have anything I could replace it with?” 
His smile slipped a little, finally recognizing the snub. He adjusted his polo and pointed off to another aisle. “Uh, yeah. We don’t have much though. Just cutlery. Kitchen shears might work in a pinch, like?” 
“Sure. Anything’s better than nothing.”
I followed Peter two aisles over, where all the inedible knick-knacks were displayed. Travel flasks and matching snack trays, cute mugs, shower caps, cutting boards and colanders. It felt a bit like a dollar store mishmash, but was to be expected when the ALDI was at the intersection of two roads sandwiched between small villages without much else nearby. The store was out of place with its large parking lot, fluorescent lights, and glass walls. Like Prada Marfa in the Texan desert, it was liminal and out of context. 
Peter pulled a pale green travel cutlery set from the wall with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. This is all we’ve got. Nickel might work in a pinch. Now, the shears though…”
I took the cutlery set as he leaned past me, a little closer than he needed to. My eyes landed on a set of ceramic knives right at his eye level with colorful handles and white blades. I reached over him and picked one up, couching its hilt against my palm with confidence. 
“Stainless steel, good for the rain, cutting ropes, the like. Not great for much else you might be up to–” 
Peter started to stand up and bumped directly into the sharp corner of the blade’s packaging.
“You don’t approve of ceramic?” I asked conversationally. 
Peter stood up with a smile. His expression wasn’t quite right. Too long or angular. Something was… different. 
“For you? No, I don’t think so. But would you like to take it for a spin? I could remove the plastic sleeve for you.”
One of Peter’s eyes changed. The pupil squeezed in on itself and split into two, just like D’abel’s four-pupiled stare. I kept my knife trained on him, my other shoulder back. A third pupil joined the other two. A fourth, a fifth. I squinted at his stare, keeping my focus trained on his hands in my peripheral vision as the orbs multiplied, filling the whites of his eyes like frog eggs in a water balloon.
“No,” I said, relaxing my hold on the knife. “Wouldn’t do in the wilderness.” I spun it around so the packaging was in my palm and the hilt extended for him to take. I smiled, relaxing my stance. “The pub sounds great though, if the offer still stands? I’d kill for a hot meal.”
Peter raised one brow and took the knife from me, spinning it in a little toss.
“I’m not in the habit of denying beautiful–”
I raised the fork from the cutlery set in my other hand and stabbed him in the meat behind his collarbone. He barked a shout of surprise and cat-like fangs erupted from his mouth. Five slits splayed open across his forehead, revealing vertical eyes with white irises set in black orbs. 
I’d thought for a fleeting moment that maybe this thing was a b’adruokh since it hadn’t made me feel warm or loved. But this? This thing wasn’t anything like D’abel. Terror fueled me as I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, turned a corner, and fixed my eyes on my duffle, left in a cubby by the door. I knocked over spinning towers and grid stands, causing as much chaos in my wake as possible.
“Help!” I roared.
“Sorry, love, but no.” 
Peter grabbed my bicep and swung me around into a display of syrup that smashed on the floor. He wasn’t Peter at all anymore. His clothing burned off his frame, falling to the linoleum in a pile of ash as his skin turned obsidian. His hair fell out, replaced by markings on the sides of his skull and a spray of black curls in a racing stripe down the center of his head to his nape. His earlobes elongated into loops weighed down by yellow gold rings.
“Nickel smarts,” he grunted, pulling the fork out. “Now, let’s talk like–”
I wasn’t going to politely wait for an explanation. I grabbed him around the neck and thrust up with my knee. The wind whooshed right out of his lungs and he staggered, a hand on his crotch. He caught himself on a row of boxes full of dried pasta and bread, sending them flying off the end of the shelf. I grabbed a grilling fork off a display with hot cocoa and marshmallows, extending its handle so I could use it like a whip. 
“We’re really not used to people running away, you know,” Peter laughed, licking his mouth with a bright red tongue as he ripped the fork from his shoulder. Goop the same consistency as bright orange egg yolks bubbled up from the wounds, in stark contrast to his void-like skin, and plopped in globules to the floor. “It’s very upsetting.” 
I took a measured step back once, twice… 
“Leave me the fuck alone.” 
“No, we don’t think we will. Vitriol and terror are a delicious rarity for us. Who is it you see that inspires you so? You are not thinking of anything at all but whether our face is a worthy target for your tines. How likely you are to missssss...” 
Confusion caused me to falter. “What do you mean, who do I see? I see you and you are definitely not whoever Peter used to be.”
The creature’s smirk faded at one side of its mouth. “Come now, lovely thing. Someone that haunts you? A past lover. Perhaps a victim? Someone you must have loved very much. Mmm, yes, we taste betrayal. What a fine cocktail.”
“Sorry but seven-eyed void demons aren’t really my type,” I blustered with a trembling tone as I backed through the sticky sludge of syrup and tinkling glass. Why was no one coming to check on us? My eyes darted towards the cash register at the front of the store, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Peter long enough to get a good look. “Hello?” I called. “Help! Please!”
The creature’s eyes widened. He stood up straight, the rings in his rope-like earlobes tinkling together. 
“Not a god, indeed,” he purred.
“Yes, love, you called?” I gasped, snapping my attention towards a clerk with a large belly and greying beard. He looked hesitant, politely concerned. “Need some help with the grilling sets?” 
“No, I–”
I shuffled on clean tiles no longer mired in syrup. 
The floor was clean. The glass bottles were back on their display. The breads and pastas… Everything was in its rightful place on the shelves. 
“Nevermind,” I panted, handing him the grilling fork in a shaking hand. “I-I thought I saw a spider.”
The clerk relaxed, hanging the utensil back up on its hook. 
“Ah, don’t fret, love. I’ll be up front when you’re ready to check out.” 
“Thank you.”
He walked away with a put-upon smile. The music overhead filtered back in, some British pop song I didn’t know. My eyes fixed on two spatters of bright marigold egg yolk on the floor…
The bell overhead chimed as I threw my bag over my shoulder and walked as fast as I could across the dark asphalt and back into the heathlands and the rain.
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After the yellow suite, I’d run. As fast and far as I could manage without the pull of mine Tessa ripping my spirit to shreds. I’d clawed my way to the banks of Llyn Glaslyn at the height of the isle’s tallest mountains and sunk my claws and tail into her sediment until I was rooted in place. 
Away from myn chalis. From the temptation of devouring her so quickly as to lose her in a fit of euphoria. 
But that didn’t stop me from visiting her. 
My spirit was a maelstrom, feeding on the blue lake like a battery that spit lightning into the sky. The waters churned until they were a black whirlpool that comforted me in my anguish as I dug ravines into my scales and sent my blood out into the rain. The droplets lifted into the air and filled the clouds until their bellies were black. They slithered out into the slopes of Yr Wyddfa to join the run offs and rivers. 
This is how I hunted mine Tessa. Writhing as the bloodlust ripped me apart.
And when I found her, ohhhh, the feasting was sweet. She fought while her body dragged me in. I made a home in her muscles and blood. Her words vibrated through each droplet in her throat and lungs. 
Fuck me yourself, you fucking coward.
I was no longer shaped like a man, but my ters extended all the same. I spilled my seed into the waters of Llyn Glaslyn to the mewls and frustration of the woman that owned my soul. To the sweet promises she made me. A shackle around my wrist, a knife in my side, her channel strangling my ters…
I would give her the same. Eagerly. She had my utter devotion. My pain and pleasure. Every beat of my two hearts. I would forfeit every shred of control but demand the same in due time. 
Tessa was mine. She had always been. And always would be. 
A familiar scent visited my banks. An impossible one. Juniper and cloves and iron. My beloved had arrived, but she was still far from me. My nostrils slid open and I breathed in the scent until the air warbled and flexed, my mane’s silvery strands waving like the kelp seas as they floated up into the whipping wind. 
I opened one massive eye, my pupil slitted from the light of a grey day. The smaller eyes on my temples pried themselves open, independently surveying the landscape. 
I breathed in her scent again, reveling in her complexity, then spit it back out with a snarl.
Egg yolks and coal.
“Best not to wear myn chalis. She is far away, and I am hungry for her.” 
My voice was as deep as a mountain cavern as I lifted my great head and bared thousands of needle teeth in my long snout. Scales rose across my lithe serpentine body like tinkling glass that echoed throughout the mountain and clashed with the thunder. 
“You are easy to follow, my friend, what with that very impressive light show.”
Gamil stood on the banks and their visage speared me. Tessa. Her stormy gaze, such a cold brown as to be almost grey. Her brassy curls stuck to her forehead from the rain. They glared at me through her eyes, and I hummed appreciatively, writhing over my hundreds of spinal tines, slipping through the muck and sediment as I snapped my jaws and the sound echoed like a bite of lightning. 
“Did I not make myself clear, Gamil? I will devour you whole if you insist on looking so delicious.”
“We do not choose how we look. You do, you stupid eel.”
I lowered my nostrils to them, pulling their clothing and hair towards my lungs with the force. They were only as tall as my major fangs, but unperturbed by my form as an unbound spirit. I was the sea serpent of human legend, decorating maritime maps and illuminations throughout written history. Ancients believed I was the guardian of life, death, and rebirth, the god of the sea. 
With myn chalis to complete my spirit, perhaps I was. 
Gamil felt the smug shift in my thoughts as I wondered what a true god would taste like, and their jaw ticked. It was most becoming. Even if her scent was marred by their swill, it was worth dragging in again to taste that faint–
“When you came to me as my brother, you never smelled of him.”
That tick in Gamil’s jaw tightened, then released into a smirk. 
“We never visited your brother, did we?”
He had visited—
My vision exploded in a veil of white anger. I reared above the fallen god and smashed down onto their shoulders, battering them into the ground like a meteor. The tail anchoring me to the lake bed ripped free as I broke into hundreds of thousands of waves, filling the lake up with a column of tidal force that crashed over the banks and dug new groves into the land. 
I dug my forearm into their neck, leaning the weight of my most human form—the one mine Tessa knew—against their trachea. My tail whipped behind me in agitation, cracking like lightning as the end broke the air faster than sound. 
“What did you do to her?” I snarled. 
Gamil shrugged one shoulder, playing a nonchalant game. It was ruined by their life essence oozing from one nostril, bright orange and full of the stuff of creation. 
“We simply lended her a hand while shopping. Hardly a trespass. You really should complete your exchange, though. A leviathan in a suspended mating is the surliest creature we’ve ever encountered, and our children eat people for sport.”
I pressed my claws harder into the ball of their shoulder and Tessa’s face grimaced. Orange stained the inside of the collar of her shirt, catching my eye. 
I ripped the fabric to find a wound. It smelled of her, the real her, and warmed my scales. 
“She stabbed you?” I asked, one brow piqued. 
Gamil’s smirk widened, exposing a mouthful of curved fangs. What an oddly warming sight, mine Tessa with a b’adruokh’s mouth. Their eyes lit with mischief as the curl of her hair relaxed and leeched of color, growing to the lengths of my brother’s tresses.
“With a fork, if you can believe it. We like her very, very much.”
Something cold slid between us and my scales stood on end. The hilt of my meteoric dagger split the breath between our chests, and my brother’s face replaced that of my beloved. The scar I’d left between his ribs the last time I used it was luminous where it rend his scales. 
“You will aid us?”
“We’re helping her. Be a pity if our children killed her, is all. Your dagger will give her a fighting chance. For a while, at least.” My brother’s four pupils glanced to the northeast. “Biggest family reunion we’ve ever seen, and they’re all headed towards your coast, D’abeloloa. Same way as your golden cup. Really, we suggest you drink your fill of each other soon, lest they catch up before all’s done.” 
I stood, my clawed feet sinking into the mud for the first time in two days, tail skimming over the engorged embankment. I unsheathed the dagger that had been my closest weapon for millennia, a gift from a long forgotten pharaoh of Kemet. The meteor had still been warm from collision when the blade was smelted, and now the universe glowed in its ripples like Damascus steel. It hadn’t aged a day.
Or perhaps Gamil was helping me more than they would admit.
“Thank you,” I said, returning it to its sheath.
“Oh, there’s no need. We sincerely hope you die. As we said, it is for your chalice. A gift of matrimony, let’s call it.” 
Gamil got to their feet with a groan, holding the wound in their shoulder. I glanced at it with concern, ignoring my brother’s old scars and the faded cut of hate we’d shared in the past. My dagger still sang with his blood and would for centuries to come. But…
“A fork?” I asked, nodding to the wound. “It has no stench of iron in it.”
Gamil stretched their neck. “Iron? No, thank Mother. No, no. It was niccolum. Ah, nickel.”
I blinked at them and they grinned, raising their eyebrows at the dagger. “It is a fitting bride price, is it not? For the woman that gave us a mortal wound with a fork?” 
I glanced down at the dagger with unease. How had my beloved been able to wound a god? Fallen or not, it should have been impossible.
They held out their hand, motioning to the dagger. “We will present it to her ourselves.”
“If I refuse to return it?” I asked, glancing at their shoulder and how they favored it. It was not that mine Tessa was stronger than other mortals, but that Gamil was weakened. Mere nickel would leave a scar upon their flesh? Even as they morphed into my brother, I could see the imperfection. 
“We are not mortal yet, D’abeloloa,” Gamil warned in an uncharacteristically stoic tone. “We will turn it to dust if you refuse.” 
I forfeited the blade with hesitation. Gamil did not lie. They reveled in the chaos that blunt truths wreaked. The dagger slipped from my hand to theirs with slow acceptance.
“If you do not deliver it to her,” I warned, gripping the blade until it cut my palm. Black webs of ironbane creeped through my veins as I held the god in my stare. “I will ensure that you suffer, Gamil.” 
They held the knife between their palms and collapsed it into nothing. My heart stuttered as it disappeared, concerned I’d made the wrong choice. Gamil clasped my palm and the iron seeped from my flesh, dripping in metallic beads to the ground. The wound healed, as hot as molten glass. 
“Remember what you said.” Gamil grinned, squeezing my palm. It was unnerving to see such an expression on my brother’s face. “And enjoy her while you can. My children will come soon. If you are good to her…” They stuffed my brother’s hands in a pair of sleek pants. “Maybe she’ll protect you.”
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An eerie green morning on Pen Llŷn stretched out behind me as I stared down at an old paint-stripped rowboat on the beach before sleepy Porthdinllaen. 
This is where D’abel had pulled me to. 
A quaint little beach village nestled against the peninsula’s cliffs, brimming with old British money in that way that felt lived in and worn down as if by design. The grass was thick and dark green, the sand was clean, and the black silhouettes of dozens of small boats dotted the silent bay.
It had been two days since the ALDI, and the fork was still crushed in my palm. I hadn’t let go of it unless I’d needed to climb an embankment or drop my pants to pee. What’s worse, I’d run out of food the day before. I didn’t feel hungry, but I knew I should. So I’d get my courage up to approach another corner store or grocer, then stare through the windows without the guts to go inside.
My track record with markets had been shit the last couple weeks. 
But that wasn’t the only thing that kept me away from the larger villages. It was the long-appraising looks, the knowing squints, the aggressive smiles. Every set of eyes I connected with made my skin crawl in a profound way. A violent way.
If I’d had a knife, I might have… 
But there was no sense of love, lust, or safety that came with those homely, sinister faces of passersby. I didn’t feel the telltale warmth, the buttery flutters in my heart, that euphoria that made me want to fall into a fiend’s thrall. My sense for that had gone mute. 
Maybe they were all fiends…
There was no chance. The most likely answer was that I was losing my senses, sliding down that slippery slope at greater and greater speed. The inevitable mistake was closer at hand than ever, and I could only thank the void demon from ALDI that I didn’t have a real weapon with me. 
Even if I did brave the streets and shoppes, I wouldn’t have been able to stay long, though. 
D’abel came to me as often as the rain. When the lightning crashed atop Mount Snowdon, I stripped bare of my own free will. The friction of my jeans against my groin drove me wild throughout the endless hike so that the moment I laid down in the nearest creek and spread my legs open, I was moaning angry threats at my b’adruokh for disappearing on me.
Maybe he heard me, or maybe he didn’t. But his water and blood always found me and filled me to bursting. I’d run out of food, but my belly felt full thanks to him. And besides, my appetite was changing.
A few pollock bobbed in tandem beneath the dark water and I swallowed hard, imagining their scaly hides tearing within my teeth.
I ripped my eyes away and trudged down the sandy trails to the beach. 
The door chimed as I walked into the front of a dark pub with white siding and a red facade out towards the water. The door was heavy with rusted hinges that complained as I pushed it open wiping my boots on the mat.
“Bore da. Fancy something warm, love? Looks like you could use it, soaked right through you are!”
To my surprise, there was a man behind the bar even though there were no customers. He had shoulders like a boar, with a thick neck and whiskers to match. My eyes immediately landed on his hands as he sliced sausages and carrots. His knife’s blade was sharp with a dark spine and a silver edge. Staring at it put an itch in my teeth like chewing on tinfoil. I hadn’t felt it before, but I wondered…
“Isn’t it too early? I expected you to be closed,” I said, watching him chop. He smiled with a cold, dreary sniff. 
“Not in a fishing village. Half the locals are up and off already. Tap doesn’t open ‘til noon is all.”
I slid onto one of the bar stools and set my duffle on the floor. The man–Dafydd, according to the stitching on his apron–glanced at my hair, then passed me a clean dish rag.
“Before you catch a cold.”
“Thank you…” I took the rag slowly, running my fingers through my curls. They were completely dry. I squeezed them with the towel anyway, feeling silly but… Hadn’t D’abel said that humans would see what they wanted to see? “I’ll have some tea then, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
“Right-o.”
I looked around the pub, taking in the steins hung from hooks along the ceiling beams, the whitewash and brick walls, the rows upon rows of polished beer taps. The tables and chairs were a mishmash of time periods and craft, crammed along the walls and windows to keep the aisle clear for people to walk.
“It says you’re an inn on the wall outside,” I started, craning my neck to see where Dafydd had gone. “Do you have rooms upstairs?”
He returned with a tiny cup in his big hands. “Nope. All the tourists walk in from Morfa Nefyn or rent out the homes around. If you’re needing a place, that’ll be your best bet.”
I gave him a quick nod as he set the hot water and a pot of milk in front of me with three bags to choose from in a little basket. He gave me a toothy smile. “We’ve got some prawns cookin’ in the back for the lunch crowd, if you fancy some.” 
Gratitude washed over me as I pulled the hot cup closer. I smiled back, confusing myself. Dafydd was kind, welcoming me in even though the pub was closed. Signs I would have used to mark my prey until two days ago. I looked at the knife on his cutting board, a stitch in my brow. 
“No, that’s alright. I have plans for later.” 
“Suit yourself.” 
As he busied himself with chopping again, I held the hot water close, staring at the slice of lemon on the saucer. When would I be able to tell? What would it feel like? I squinted down at the harmless little citrus wedge. 
With a huff of frustration, I drank the hot water straight, tapping my fingers on the bartop. I was different. I knew that. But it wasn’t like the onslaught of a cold with recognizable and common symptoms. D’abel’s blood exchange was invoking a subtler shift in my nature. Things I only noticed when they were forced to manifest. Like pressing on my abdomen when I was ovulating and one side would be slightly swollen. How I pulled my hair off my neck because my temperature was higher and could make myself come on my fingers twice on those days rather than once.
I gulped down the end of the hot water, brushing my fingertip against the lemon. Just a small taste…
“Warm you up?” Dafydd asked. 
I wiped my fingertip off on a napkin. “Yes, the tea was perfect. And thanks. I know you didn’t have to do this.” 
I pushed the unopened bags of tea and the empty teacup towards him, watching his reaction. He took them without pause, bussing them back to the kitchen. 
My heart pounded as I stood up, looking at his knife with new hunger. I reached over the edge of the bar slowly, turning it with the pitter patter of my fingertips until the hilt was in reach. Eyes locked on the kitchen door, I eased back onto my bar stool and held it tight with the blade resting on my lap. 
Dafydd returned, humming. He wiped his hands on his apron and paused, staring down at the cutting board. “Hmm, ah. Hen dro,” he cursed his bad luck under his breath, bending down to swipe a spoon off the floor. He tossed it into a black tub beneath the counter…
And withdrew a cleaver. He continued on with his chopping as if nothing was amiss. 
I slid off my barstool again, heart racing, breath shallow. I stared at his shoulders with wide, disbelieving eyes. 
“I’ll be off then.”
“Sure thing, love. You should come back for some prawns, though. They’re stunnin’.” 
He smiled as I swung my bag onto my shoulder, holding his kitchen knife in plain sight. I nodded, stuck between awe and fear, expecting him to snap out of it as I shuffled backwards towards the door. 
“I will.” 
He never snapped out of it. 
I pushed the door open with a tremor in my chest, but my grip was sure. I strode right past the brick walls separating the porch from the beach and headed for the calm surf. 
“D’abel!” I yelled, halfway down the beach. I dropped my duffle and tugged off my boots and socks. “D’abel, I know you’re there!”
A fresh wake sidled in from the ocean, breaking white seafoam across the cliffs to either side of the bay. The boats wobbled in the waves one by one as the water swelled and the tide inched closer to my feet. I stopped, staring at an older couple hunkered down in their thick cable knit sweaters and galoshes. They were walking towards me but hadn’t noticed me. I watched them as I unbuttoned my pants and shoved them down my legs. 
Not a blip of recognition. 
I tore my clothes off, nipples pebbling in the chilly air, and walked naked into the icy waters with my knife.
“D’abel!” I roared, my teeth chattering as the surf swallowed me to my thighs. I held out my forearm and pumped my fist until my veins swelled, nails biting into my palm. 
I swiped the kitchen knife’s edge over my pale skin. Garnet red blood bloomed across the deep cut, slipping off my elbow and into the water. The tides shifted, rising higher with each drop that met the sea. The waves turned into a diamond pattern as opposing swells crashed into each other, disturbing the dinghies moored in the bay.
A fishing boat on the horizon blew its horn, raising its nets early and turning towards the harbor. Whatever they saw coming into port was worrying enough to lose their morning catch. I looked to the sky and found it darkening quickly. The green tinge of the morning thickened with storm clouds, a wall of marine fog coming in from the open ocean that towered high above the cliffs. 
Panting, I dropped my arm and let the icy tide tickle my fingertips. The wound on my arm stitched itself closed just like the first night in the heathlands, when D’abel licked my fingers clean and ignited the change in me. 
“This is what you want, isn’t it?” I asked, surprised by the sob in my voice. “All of me for all of you? Well I’m here! I’ve accepted every ounce you’ve given me, so let’s finish this! Why won’t you come to me? Where are you, D’abel? Fucking snake, where are you?!”
The frosty wall of sea fret gave me no answers as its silence engulfed the fishing boat and its horn. The dinghies in the bay disappeared into its grey mist one by one by one. I opened my arms as it hit my front with a soft chill that transported me into limbo. 
I was nowhere, standing in the waters off Porthdinllaen. Liminal and timeless. At least it felt that way as my heart pounded in my ears and my blood scorched me from the inside like magma. 
“Curse my name again, mine Tessa. You do it so prettily,” D’abel’s voice came from the fog, intimate, teasing, overpowering. Something big and soft brushed against my legs, disturbing the surface of the water like liquid glass. I chased it with my eyes, trying to catch a glimpse.
I turned, and there he was. D’abel, but not as I knew him. The creature that pulled on my heart and led me to Porthdinllaen was floating before me, the final two meters of his tail sliding against my skin as he wound his mass through the waters. 
D’abel was a lindwyrm with four ruby eyes. His mass was like looking into oblivion, dark and endless, the edges warbling like a mirage to a dying man in a desert. Two draconic forelegs dug into the surf, gouging out new sandbanks while the rest of his body spiraled over itself like a sea serpent in ancient maps. Rather than long, silvery hair, rows and rows of spines twanged together down the ridge of his back, echoing across his domain like power lines in high wind. 
As I gaped, he opened his mouth in a crocodilian grin. The interior was pillowy and muscular, sporting two rows of his wicked, curved teeth. Thousands of them. Thousands. A forked tongue slithered from the channel in his jaw as he tasted the air. 
“It takes a lot to impress you, myn chalis,”
his voice teased, though his mouth didn’t form words. It was bigger and deeper than the bass at a concert. World-shifting, sky-filling, monstrous…
Realizing that my jaw had dropped, I snapped my mouth closed and tightened my hold on the kitchen knife. 
“It does,” I agreed, holding out my arm. I sliced it open once more and lifted it towards his curious tongue. “Now take it.”
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Blood roared through my writhing lengths. Myn chalis was here. In my waters. She’d hunted me to the ends of the continent, just as I’d hoped she would. She’d turned her cheek to me at last because she’d decided that I was her chosen fate. A creature she stared up at in awe rather than fear, her hair a wild tangle, her cheeks bristled from the cold wind…
And gloriously naked.
Unguarded, she was blinding. Vulnerable like porcelain, but just as enduring and pristine as the relics of hundreds and thousands of years beneath my waves. I shivered, my spines snapping with a bright cacophony as they clashed like giants’ swords. 
I wanted to shatter her.
My instincts roared louder than a storm in my mind. I was locked on mine Tessa like she was prey. Her acceptance was paramount to my survival. As her pulse thumped in her neck and her silky flesh pebbled up, I knew that I was on the brink of being saved. She saw me and liked it. She saw me and yearned.
I grinned, flexing my thousands of teeth, each one dripping with venom that spilled into the sea as if I were salivating. I tasted the air and wished the forked prongs were between her legs where they belonged. 
“It takes a lot to impress you, myn chalis,” I teased, sensing her agreement. My muscles flexed as I tore through the sand with my claws, digging up the bedrock beneath like an eager hound. 
She snapped her mouth closed and shuttered her expression, remembering herself and her layers of defensive stoicism. I smiled wider, appreciating the unmoored flutter of her lashes and the way her throat bobbed as she swallowed. 
“It does,” she confirmed, holding out her arm to me. She closed her hand in a fist and I stared lovingly at the delicate green veins just beneath her transparent skin. And when she ran her blade over her flesh and dark red lifeblood swelled from the slice, I tensed, transfixed and hungry. 
“Now take it,” she demanded, an unwanted warble in her tone.
I ripped my gaze from the ambrosia of her body and forced myself to look in her eyes. There was fear, the same as I’d seen in sailors for eons. An acceptance of the unknown. Me. 
“Should I? Are you certain?”
She bared her teeth and waded closer. “Of course. I want this, this–”
My tongue flicked against her thigh like a slap and she jerked back with a shocked gasp. I chuckled, bending my head closer until my snout was pushed up against her breasts. 
“I’m not questioning your determination.” I sighed a moan that vibrated her skin and the water around us like the head of a drum. “But I do not want to kill you either.”
Tessa swallowed audibly. The wound on her forearm stitched closed, one last drop falling on my scaled snout. She rested her knife above my nostrils, staring into one of my eyes since she couldn’t see both sides of my head at once. 
“I’ve accepted every nightly visit,” she said quietly. My ters jumped, remembering how I writhed within my caldera, maddened by the fact that I pleased her, tasted her, heard her, but could not fucking touch her. “I don’t get wet in the rain anymore. And I heal fast on my own.” She pumped her fist, holding up her arm for me to see. “Almost as quick as you, D’abel. If I’m not ready now…” Her expression darkened. “I won’t ever be.”
Without warning, Tessa sliced her knife across the soft scales of my muzzle and bent her mouth to the wound. My scales and spines stood on end, sparks of need exploding through my veins as she sucked with her little mouth, smearing her nose and chin and cheeks in black. 
In a disorienting flash, my forelegs were gone. My spirit condensed into the form Tessa knew best. My spines became blunted vertebrae, my shadows dissipated, my claws retracted. Long silvery tresses grew from my head, as cool as the sea mist. The vacuum of her mouth had forced the change, and I fell tail first into the water. 
Instantly, the ecstasy I’d felt at the contact of her mouth was tenfold, and the slice across the bridge of my nose throbbed, nearly as sensitive as my cockheads. The most concentrated version of myself was made for her ministrations, trained to anticipate her touch, her sounds, her breath. My blood roared hotter than boiling geothermal tubes and my ters swelled until the kiss of cold air on its length was excruciating. 
That torture was nothing compared to the look of hunger on mine Tessa’s blood-smeared face. She stood above me, knife in one hand, black dripping off her chin, with pupils so dilated that the stormy brown of them was too thin to see. Her tongue darted between her open lips, licking me off her face slowly, as if she was caught in a trance, staring at the hard length between my legs. I groaned in appreciation and pleasure.
Who knew a man could come simply from his woman’s glare?
“Do you still think I’m not ready?” she asked in a sultry, challenging tone.
I squeezed the doubled girth of my ters, spreading my legs open as the water lapped at my hips, giving her a show. My ters was different from a human’s cock—a velvety sheath covered two long, slender shafts fused together and dotted with soft spikes that swelled and tingled. I pumped my fist once and pearlescent seed slipped over my clawed thumb. Tessa swallowed, mesmerized by the sight. 
I panted in anticipation and wrapped the tip of my tail around her ankle. 
“There’s only one way to find out.” 
When I yanked her forward, she fell to her knees in the tide between my legs, a spray of cold ocean waters dowsing us both. Her knife clattered over my hip and she threw her palms out to catch herself, mouth only a delectable inch from my ters. It throbbed in greeting as the full length of my tail slid between her thighs, delighting in the feel of her petal-soft folds against my scales. 
“Fine,” Tessa bit out, crawling up my hips. Her soft belly brushed my cockheads and I moaned, muscles tense. She pushed my shoulders into the sand, and though her expression was set with vitriol, it wasn’t for me. It was for everything around us. The way we’d been pushed together for survival. The other paths we’d given up. It was spite for the sake of our souls, and I savored it. 
She cared so deeply. 
Not that she would admit it. It was a character flaw I richly enjoyed.
White-hot ecstasy drove all thought from me as she squeezed my length in her too-small hand to determine how best to guide me inside her. She twisted her grip and my back arched, split tongue spilling from my serpentine jaws. I curled my tongue around her other wrist as she pushed her heels into the sand on either side of my hips and angled my ters towards her human sheath. 
Tessa paused with a crease in her brow. Perhaps she needed a little coaxing. Wanted a little show. My tail crept up her thigh and she locked her stare with mine. I pressed the tip into her channel and instantly my scales shivered. Her body was like the Earth’s core, molten and crushing. I pushed deeper, until I found something akin to a stone and tried to nudge it aside. 
She gasped, jerking away as she clutched my tail. “Stop! You shouldn’t try to move that. It’s my cervix.”
Her neck? Or it could mean head, horn… Realization bloomed and my stare drifted down to the space below her navel. It was the entrance to her womb. “Your neck is quite short,” I hissed hungrily. 
“Yeah, well, it stretches.”
My eyes flicked to hers. Mine Tessa was defensive because she felt fear. What if this were all a frivolous attempt and my ters could not fit? She would have made her heart vulnerable for nothing. 
I brushed my claws down her forearm and settled back in the sand. Rather than pushing my tail deeper, I curled it like a corkscrew. Filling, filling, filling… Tessa’s walls pushed back as the knot of my tail increased in size, and her breath hitched. She pressed the pommels of her hands into my chest and moaned. 
My vision pulsed from that one lovely sound. I could have spilled across my own abdomen for hearing it again. It was the wordless plea of a soul as cracked and famished as mine.
Experimentally, I tugged on my tail. She swayed but the knot remained, butting up against her pelvic bone. I gripped her biceps to steady her and gently pressed the knot in further. 
Tessa’s eyes rolled back and her nostrils flared. “Oh my god…”
I tightened my abdomen and curled myself up, pressing my forehead to hers as I rocked my tail back and forth within her. I held her head against mine with a snarl.
“You are mine,” I hissed. Her eyelids fluttered and her channel pulsated around me in a chaotic rhythm from the pressure. My tail’s tip rearranged itself, surfing against her walls like the dorsal fin of a shark, finding the places that pleased her.
“Harder,” she breathed.
I obliged, pressing up on that hard knot again, feeling now that it was a little softer, a little deeper. Her sheath was silky with fluid, and she bit into my scales with her bird-like grip until it stung. 
“Out,” she rasped, squeezing my tail as her eyes popped open. “D’abel–”
I did as she asked, unraveling my length within her as I bared my fangs in a covetous snarl. I caught the end of my tail with one hand and wrapped my tongue around it to savor her flavor before the sea washed it away. 
And then she was descending. My fangs flexed and spilled, mixing with her taste as my head squeezed into the volcanic heat of her body. She squeezed my heads together to fit them in, stretching her slit open until those delicate petals bloomed like a calla lily. Tessa swallowed me inch by glistening inch, my spikes throbbing from the immense pressure.
Then she rotated her hips, pressed her trembling fingers into the swollen pink nub above her sheath, and her voice cracked. Her climax was a kaleidoscope of blinding pulses that squeezed my ters so hard that each spike responded in kind, thumping and tingling with impatience.  
I bared my fangs, and my tail whipped away to thrash in the water far from her soft skin where it was safer. My ters wasn’t the only part of me that wanted to expand. My spirit leaked in smoky black wisps from beneath my scales. My claws blackened as they dug into the surf. My tail grew spines and lengthened… If I lost control—
Tessa’s hand closed around my throat and she put her whole weight into holding me there beneath her. The pain of my bondage brought me back, hundreds of needles ripping through my flesh, scraping my bones. But it was an erotic pain this time, and my ters pulsed with excitement inside her.
“No,” she growled with a strained breath, brow darkened with determination. When her seat bones met my hips, the look cracked on a sob of fullness. She ground herself against my scales and moaned, then lifted herself back up. “We are finishing this. All of you… for all of me, D’abel.”
“Yes,” I rasped, “mine Tessa.” 
“Then stay,” she demanded, sliding up and down my ters slowly, thoroughly. “No running away.”
I groaned, splitting my tongue around either side of her forearm, mimicking the movement of her channel on my length. My spikes inside her body were wet with her, as hot as blood but not the same. Slippery, salacious, mixing with my tides until the sea drank her up and I could taste her in my scales.
“Had I not, I’d have lost you,” I breathed. I ran my claws up the outsides of her thighs and she shivered at the flirtation of pain. 
“Had you not, this would have been done already.” She picked up her pace now that she had adjusted to my girth. The rhythm was mesmerizing, and I raised my hips to meet her, thrust for thrust. 
I snarled as she squeezed my throat harder, her thighs slapping the surf as she consumed me from the inside out. Her skin was flush, her lips parted as she panted. I grabbed the globes of her backside and my claws bit into her flesh, drawing forth the scent of iron. Her pace quickened, and she sat harder atop me, my cockheads hitting the hard entrance of her womb with primal triumph. 
“We will never be done with each other,” I growled. “Ay mare, Tessa. Forever.”
She bit her lip, brow creased. She stared into my eyes like I was her enemy. Her lover. The one thing she could always depend on. Even when she threw her many slings and arrows, I loved her. 
That wasn’t what she’d thought she’d agreed to when I was strung up, holding the veil’s anchor aloft in that little shed. Love tore mine Tessa open like no knife ever could, and I needed her guts to spill like I needed air. 
I wrapped my tail around the column of her long, slender throat and threw her into the tide. The cold water displaced around her then swallowed her back up, distorting my view of her as if I was looking through imperfect glass. I dragged her up until her head was out of the water, sand and bits of shell sifting through her dry curls. Her bangs fell back, exposing scars along her temples and forehead. 
She gasped, eyes wide, coughing from the pressure of my tail on her esophagus. Her neck tensed, highlighting the meat of her shoulder, the dip of her collarbone…
I groaned, unhinging my jaw and flexing my curved fangs for her to admire. Her pulse doubled as she dug her little fingers into my arms. 
My tail swept one of her legs wide so I could fit my hips between hers as I rubbed my face into the base of her neck. I devoured her scent, licking her flesh until it was hot and raw against the chill of the misty air. 
When I sank my teeth into my beloved, I slid home between her legs, sheathing my ters in her hot, compressed channel. My fangs each slipped a bead of venom into her bloodstream, and the muscles relaxed in my mouth’s grip. Tessa moaned, digging her fingers into my long hair until her nails bit at my scalp.
My ters pulsed once deep within her, both heads pressed against her womb. My stomach flipped in time with my tail as it thrashed with eager, possessive dreams of reaching beyond that inner chamber. But my mouth filled with iron-laced blood, spicy like cloves, as rich as mineral soil, and I lost all reason.
I sucked Tessa’s lifeblood through my fangs like straws. My entire jaw, all the muscles within my mouth and neck, lit up like molten metal sparks. I drank her down until my cold body ignited with life and lust. My abdomen clenched of its own will, thrusting my hips into her sheath until she hiccuped and her voice broke on a high, delicate mewl. 
The unguarded noise traveled all the way down my tail, turning the tip into a firecracker. My tail swelled and lengthened, its thrashing capsizing the boats and frothing the sea. My shoulders bulged as I held my weight on one elbow beside her head and cradled her waist with the other.
Tessa’s hands slipped from my hair. 
“It’s so…” she slurred, “much…”
I dragged on her arteries, her heart pumping blood into my mouth even as its rhythm sputtered. I had never had a chalis, a mate, but instinct insisted I follow through despite the faint and fluttery beats of her heart and the way her skin grew cold. My spirit roared and thrashed, whipping up a storm and the sea like a violent monster hell-bent on tearing us both apart. 
My hips grew tight as my ters tingled with ecstasy, close to spilling. I curled my tail around her thigh and pressed it against the nub between her legs. She lost control of her limbs, her knees battering my sides. Her walls fluttered weakly, then faded.
Mine Tessa’s head fell limp into the water, but I kept pulling and pulling. Her skin bruised around my mouth, and I stared at her beautiful curls with a vicious snarl, biting my claws into her skin where I held her. The shell of her ear was ashy grey as I swallowed her down with mounting desperation. My hips stilled as I focused, ters thumping with my heartbeat so strong, I thought it might break my ribs. 
Strong enough for the both of us, I hoped, for Tessa’s heart beat no more.
Storm winds whipped my hair, and the rains belted my feverish scales like icy needles. I unlatched my mouth from Tessa’s neck and stared down at her bloodless, lifeless body. The blackened bruises and dozens of needle pricks in her shoulder and neck. The places where the skin had ripped between my fangs. The collapsed and grizzled paths of vessels near the surface of her pale skin. 
Panting for desperate breath, I tensed my claws and tore open my own neck, pressing it into her slack lips. The collar that had kept me in check for centuries crumbled as I ripped at my scales to get to the veins hidden beneath. More blood than I’d ever dared give her flowed into her open mouth and trickled into her ears where the ocean washed it away in cold swirls. 
“Iri ib,” I begged in er en Kemet, returning in my agony to the first human tongue I’d ever learned. “Ibib… ounn pǝt ounn.tjǝ kher.ē.”
Gently, gently—in the wails and howls of my own spirit’s storm—the tide covered us. It caressed the edges of Tessa’s mouth and eyes, as soft as a lover, slipping beneath her open lids. The sea spilled from her lips ineffectually, dribbling into the sand as I held her jaw closed. 
She stared at the sky as I watched in agonizing anticipation. I brushed my thumb against a track of tears that had stained her temples. I could not cry tears like hers, but my storm thickened with thunder that shook the world. I held her face, holding my breath. Begging. Begging anything that would listen…
Water sluiced up my forearms and dismounted in the dip of her clavicle. The sea slipped into the gory rips of my teeth in her neck. Once it found its entrance, the water poured. I sat back, breathing hard, watching in awe as the tide washed over her face and retreated, swarming in a whirlpool over her wounds. I squeezed her limp thighs, brow tight with wonder and worry both as the waves battered my back. 
My claw pricked her softened thigh from how tensely I held my breath, and the sea swarmed the dry slice instantly. I lifted my hands from her flesh as the water searched and roved listlessly across her body.
“Myn chalis,” I pleaded, brushing my hand up the too-thin expanse of her belly. With a hitch in my lungs, I tensed my claws and dragged them down her abdomen. 
Her stomach split open without rupturing the slippery sac that encased her organs, and the tide swelled, threatening to wash us both away. I held her in place, tail cushioning the back of her head.
Tessa swallowed with water in her mouth, and the wounds in her throat shrank to pin pricks. She coughed and sputtered, gasping for painful air.
My eyes widened, jumping over her features in disbelief. I covered her, wrapping her in my arms. Arms that were warm thanks to her. My heart battered her sternum as I crushed her in my grip, and slowly our hearts synchronized. 
My tail yearned to feel it too—the proof that she was alive and mine, wholly and forever. It wrapped around her throat, curled up her side, brushed against her thighs. My ters swelled within her as her heat roared to life and her legs sidled against my hips. 
“Hot,” Tessa panted. “Too hot.”
Black blood oozed from her eyes, steaming as it met the chilly air. Veins that had collapsed were swelling, and her delicate, transparent skin no longer revealed green vessels slithering through her flesh but black ones that were filled with my lifeblood rather than hers. 
I pressed my forehead against hers and pulled us both further into the surf until she sighed with relief. My palm slid down her breast and ribs, and I pressed my hips against her open legs. 
“Mine beloved,” I said, tone hoarse and wanting as the waves crashed over my shoulders. 
My beautiful hunter met my stare with raw and lonely wonder, fingertips exploring the planes of my back.
“Mine badrock,” she murmured. 
Then the most astounding blessing. 
Tessa smiled. 
She smiled and the storm clouds parted. 
Had they ever been mine, or had they always been hers? 
Her eyes glistened and sparkled, her mouth curved like Cupid’s bow, and she bit her lower lip, stifling a bark of laughter. This. I wanted more of this. I might have loved her like a cat loved a mouse, but seeing her unguarded joy cut the knife of love deeper.
When I did not meet her smile but stared at her in somber rapture, her eyelids fluttered and she cleared her throat. 
“I didn’t know what else to say,” she admitted unsteadily, trying to fit her glorious spirit back into its stony shell. 
I pressed my hips more firmly into hers. My ters jumped and her channel squeezed in tandem. She gasped, clutching my sides harder with her knees as my tail tested its grip on her throat. 
“Say it again,” I begged, rolling our hips together slowly. The moment she looked up at me with skepticism, I pulled my ters from her body and slid it home again, pressing against her womb as the heat massaged through her. “Again.”
“Mine badrock.” 
I thrust into her and she gasped, clutching at my shoulders. I widened my knees as the water sluiced away and sat up so I could look at her where she lay with her thighs draped over mine, my ters buried deep. She looked so pretty with her neck draped in my tail and my claw marks leaving red streaks across her pearly skin. The sheen of her body was different now, darker around the edges than when her blood had been red.
I gripped her waist in my large hands and claimed her slowly, committing this moment to my long and ancient memory. 
“Yours,” I confirmed, echoing the clumsy vows I’d managed as I hung from iron chains, dying. “All that I am is yours. Forever. Longer,” I growled, picking up her hips and using her body to meet mine. “Give me what I want in return, Tessa, and fucking break for me.”
Her breath stuttered as I pistoned into her sheath with my overwhelming length. She was so tight and getting tighter. I focused on her womb, on rubbing my soft spikes through her channel while I licked my own throat with my split tongue, tasting my own veins now filled with her blood as each of the iron needles that had bound me dissolved and broke under the slightest pressure. 
It was a miraculous feeling. Loose, well-oiled, free of pain. Her spirit sopped up the iron fragments that had wracked my body for centuries like it was a simple task.
And oh, how Tessa sang. Her voice caught, the tendons in her neck strung as tight as a bow. She held onto my forearms with a searing grip as black streaked from her eyes and met the sea. She pleaded, nodding. “Yes, yes, yes. Please, oh god…” 
Then her channel strangled my ters so violently that I saw stars. I was caught within her as she milked my spikes in a wave of vicious ecstasy that caused her to mew and seize. Her breasts shook and I pinched one point as I panted, watching down the length of my abdomen as her channel pulsated, swallowing me whole. 
When I could move again, the path was smoother than before, slippery with her own spend. Her fragrance was intoxicating. I growled and the sea danced around us. Her eyes rolled back, and I thrust into her in earnest once more. 
“That’s it,” Tessa managed between breathy moans. She pulled on a length of my hair, forcing my face close to hers. I caught my weight on my forearms as she wound her fingers through the strands and gave a demanding tug. “Come for me, D’abel.” 
I bared my teeth and pushed her open wider, one hand gripping the back of her knee. I tried to lower my face to the warm and spicy scent of her neck, but she pulled on my hair again, forcing me to look in her eyes. 
“No. I’m going to watch you come,” she declared and my cockheads flared. The nub of each spike swelled, blinding me as I leaned harder into her. I held my breath and it stuttered from my lungs as my pace grew erratic. She nodded, fitting her other hand around my throat.
I groaned, reaching my tongue out to caress either side of her chin. Hot seed erupted from my shafts as they pumped, one then the other, rubbing against each other and her walls. Tessa's breath hitched and her sex squeezed, inciting me to spill more.
Her fingers trembled as she let my throat go. I collapsed into the crook of her neck, abdomen constricting of its own accord as she accepted everything I gave her.
Myn chalis. My soulmate.
Mine forever.
Longer.
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For the first time in weeks, I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the warmth of yellow sunlight. D’abel sat beside me, both of us naked upon the craggy rocks at the tip of the peninsula, undisturbed by the chilly weather. I hugged my knees, ankles crossed, as I squinted into the salt breeze. The sea fret was dissipating, and St. George’s Channel glistened like cold, dark diamonds.
Despite the majesty of the view, my eyes were far away. I stared back at memories of Boston. The inevitability of finding myself here, of what I’d done and would continue to do. The compulsion that had upended my life. No matter how hard I scoured my hands, I would never wash them clean, even if the elemental I was tied to gave me validation and support. 
Love.
The word made my heart jump, blood sloshing through my ears. I didn’t have that feeling in me anymore. Surely D’abel understood that my insides were still too cold. Maybe they’d never warm up and this was the extent to which I’d ever feel complete. I’d kept myself from feeling anything warm for so long that the ache to be whole again felt wrong. 
Especially with the strange way people were gathering along the edges of Morfa Nefyn. It had just been a couple of people earlier in the morning, but now it was more than a dozen. Like statues, watching us. Not a single soul walked along the paths towards Porthdinllaen, and Dafydd sat confused on the smooth rock wall behind the pub as he smoked a cigarette, ready for a lunch rush. 
I held my hand up to the sunlight and flexed my fist, tracing my dark veins. D’abel and I hadn’t mentioned them yet, but we both knew that the night would bring danger. 
“Does the iron still hurt?” I rasped, breaking the silence.
D’abel’s tail curled around my back and wove between my ankles. “Myn chalis worries for me,” he mused. “Such sweeping progress.”
I opened my mouth, then closed it. Worry? I… Yes, I worried for him. I’d come to trust D’abel, which was a steeper summit in my heart than any other form of affection. But the rest of me was stunted. I’d taken a hatchet to my own legs and cut my soul down until it walked on bloody stumps, convinced that it was numb to the pain.
“Tessa.”
I turned my face from the sun to look at D’abel. 
There was a pink glow beneath his scales thanks to me. The blackened, purpled contours glowed with health in the sunlight now. He was as pretty as an opal, with flecks of gold, milky blue, and coral refracting across his scales. Even the space around him shimmered like a mirage in the desert, as if he were haloed in ghostly gold chimes.
“I see the panic in your eyes, mine Tessa,” he murmured, leaning towards my shoulder with a grin. “Are you so concerned for your… husband?” 
My breath hitched. I blinked away, hugging my knees tighter. “Badrocks definitely don't use the words husband and wife.” 
“No, but I could call you wife if it always makes your ears blush so tenderly.”
“It's the cold.”
“Mm. Your lies taste like victory.”
I huffed, shaking my hair out over my ears.
“I’ve spent a lot of time carving out my soul, D’abel. I’m not good at this sort of thing anymore. It feels uncomfortable.”
He hummed in agreement. “A warrior without armor is indeed vulnerable.” 
I scoffed lightly. “I guess so.”
“Have I mentioned that we have eons to—” 
“Don’t.” My heart skipped, afraid to hear the way he’d planned to finish that sentence.
D’abel sidled in front of me. His thighs cushioned the sides of my ankles, and he set his chin on my knees, forcing my face back as he exhaled a besotted sigh. 
“You enjoyed yourself,” he asked without asking. 
“You mean–”
“When you held my throat and fucked me in the sea.” 
My pussy clenched. “Yes.”
“My teeth sliding into your neck.”
“Yes.”
“Calling me your b’adruokh.” 
My brow creased. “D’abel–”
“Tessa, I will never find you lacking,” he said seriously, his pink eyes fixed on mine. His side irises squeezed towards the front as he drilled all his attention right through my defenses. “I will happily hunt your love through the perilous fields of your temper for centuries. And someday, whether by my clever traps or your own will, I will have you. All of you.” 
I swallowed hard and exhaled slowly, staring at his mouth. 
“I won’t make you wait centuries,” I said in a lame rasp. “But right now, it just feels… selfish.” 
D’abel lifted my chin with his thick tongue, eyes lidded and flirtatious. When I met his gaze, he slurped the appendage back into his jaws, grinning so that his fangs glinted in the late morning sun. “Then it is my duty to shower you in affection.”
“We don’t have time for that, D’abel.” I lifted my eyes to the coast, where those black figures stood against the clouds in the sky. Silent. Still. D’abel’s tail flopped over itself as he chuffed, flexing his slitted nostrils. 
“There is no better time to fall in love than the end of the world,” he teased. 
I leveled him with a scolding glare. “They’re auf, D’abel. I can feel it.”
“Mm,” he agreed, a thought creasing the lines of his face. “Gamil is long overdue.”
“Gamil?”
D’abel grinned, leaning back on his palms so the sculpted hills of his abdomen caught the light. “The fallen one. I heard you stabbed them with a fork.” 
My mouth fell open. “I thought he was a void fiend or something.”
“You’re not wrong exactly. The auf used to worship them. Things changed when the veil was lifted.” 
“Worship, as in a god? I stabbed a god with a fork?” 
D’abel laughed, getting to his feet. He stretched, twirling his tail through the grass like a sidewinder. “Yes, mine Tessa. You stabbed a god with a fork.”
I carded my fingers through my hair with round, anxious eyes. “Are they going to smite me?”
My b’adruokh’s guffaw scared the distant birds floating in the channel. He cupped his hands behind his head with a brilliant smile that displayed his fangs with menacing joy. 
“Sweet Tessa, no. They are more of a visiting nuisance now. Irrelevant, prayerless. Such attention from a mortal was probably the highlight of their century.”
Goosebumps rose across my arms and chest, not from the wet chill, but that D’abel believed it was true. Hadn’t the Greeks taught us that the attention of a god was rarely a story that ended well?
D’abel glanced at the shore, taking sinuous steps back towards the cliff’s edge. His tail slipped off the grassy precipice. “But I must search for them. The gift they hold for you is powerful. It will serve you well tonight.”
“What is it?”
“S’ba, my dagger.” He glanced at the kitchen knife sitting atop a pile of my clothes nearby. “I trust it much more with your life than the cheap ones that chip and turn dull.”
I snatched my shirt from the pile and started dressing with excitement. D’abel’s own dagger? I couldn’t imagine what sort of magic that blade contained. “Let’s go, then.”
“They will not come for you during the day,” he said as I thrust my legs into my underwear and pants together. “Your spirit has grown too much. They cannot distinguish us from each other, so they will wait until night.” 
I paused, buttoning my fly. A flash of frustration lit my eyes. “You’re leaving me here?” 
He nodded down to Dafydd, fiddling with his empty pack of cigarettes as he stared out at the empty beach. “If one of us doesn’t stay, he’ll be consumed.”
D’abel simply stated the fact, then waited for me to choose. Would I sacrifice Dafydd to search for the god Gamil, or trust him? It wasn’t even a question. I pulled my hair out of my collar and gave him a curt nod. 
“You’re right. Go.”
D’abel pulled me into his orbit by the elbow, slow and tender. My toes pressed down on his, but neither of us moved away. He bumped his face against my forehead, ear, cheek, and chin, and I took in a deep, silent breath against his silvery hair. 
“I will be back soon. Before the sunset.”
I nodded. Perhaps I would miss him because my throat felt thick and I couldn’t trust myself to speak. It would give away my greedy thoughts. 
You better.
I’ll be waiting.
Hug me before you go.
Don’t go at all.
My cheeks heated and I wondered if my blush was ruddy and dark from D’abel’s blood in my veins. 
“Tell me, wife,” he murmured in my ear. “Does pike sound like a romantic last supper? Flounder? Haddock? I should like to bring home my beloved’s first real meal in an age.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “You’re a helpless romantic.”
“Yes. My brother always said so.”
D’abel cupped my jaw with both hands and kissed me. 
His lips were pliant as he pinched my lower lip. I opened my mouth to his tongue, conflicted at the heat that spilled through me. The thunderous echo of my heart through my veins. He was so gentle that my fingers trembled, frozen at my sides. 
This wasn’t like the drop of blood he’d stolen with a brazen smirk at Owena’s bed and breakfast. The realization that I hadn’t kissed anyone for real since Gavin back in Boston on our one date hit me like a train. D’abel filled me up with his bold-faced affection and the gentle stroke of his tongue as it split apart and danced with mine.
Tears sprang to my eyes and I smashed them closed. This ancient elemental was more human than I was, wearing his love and devotion to me like the richest of king’s robes. It undid the woman I used to be, the version of Tessa that had been a social, snuggly, energetic friend and lover. I missed her, and despite how deep I’d hidden her, D’abel knew she was there somewhere. 
This is the hunt he’d referred to.
All of me, for all of you.
My hands bit into his tight waist without conscious thought as I pulled his hips to mine. He loomed over me, cradling the back of my neck with his claws in my curls. A moan cracked in my throat as I licked his front fangs and the membranous seam of his jaws. 
D’abel pulled back with a shudder. 
“Dagger, dinner, dagger, dinner,” he chanted. A wobbly huff left my mouth as he pressed our foreheads together. “We will continue this for dessert, myn chalis.”
I nodded, stepping back. D’abel’s smile was just an innocent wisp as his heels hit the precipice above the sea. 
“Stay safe,” I told him, gathering my armor back around me. 
My b’adruokh stepped off the edge and disappeared into the ocean. The wind picked up and I hugged myself as a massive shadow displaced the surf. He swam into the distance, the spines along his eel-like tail breaking the surface into ribbons of sea foam.
Once his leviathan shadow was beneath the waves and beyond the continental shelf where I could no longer track his movements, my attention drifted to Dafydd and the distant figures standing along the banks near Morfa Nefyn. I tied my boots and picked up my knife, turning the hilt absently in my palm. 
I would die if I went inland. No question. 
But the itch to destroy those figures on the shore was a palpable temptation. It was a familiar, single-minded compulsion, and I sank back into that numb comfort easily. Away from the disturbing warmth of D’abel’s love. Away from the frigid ache I felt in my soul. 
“Careful, love,” came a caramel smooth voice from behind me. “Self-sabotage is delicious, and we're hungry.” I spun, my knife pointed on instinct at the throat of the void demon.
No. Shit.
Not a void demon. 
A god.
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Tessa Voss winced and swore inwardly when she saw us, but despite knowing we were a god, she kept her knife aloft, its point mere inches from our nose. Its miniscule power was enough to make our nostrils itch. We grinned, enjoying her inner turmoil. 
Void demon? No. God? Yes. Does it matter…?
We withdrew our hands from behind us and flipped D’abeloloa’s ancient dagger by the hilt. It sang, the otherworldly power of its blade washing us both in dangerously electric tension. Every blow with this knife was the final cut. The end. We savored that edge of promised oblivion because the grass was always greener on the other side, and even gods could yearn for death.
Tessa bent her knees and shuffled a step back to keep us at arm’s length, ready to fight. Her will bubbled like champagne, so resolute and unwavering as to make our cheeks prickle with thirst. We held up our hands in surrender and chuckled.
“Calm, fyxen. Tell us, how does one surrender in style these days?” we asked. Tessa’s brow scrunched, and her glare traveled across our forehead. 
“Did you just call me a vixen?”
We didn’t answer right away, instead basking in this new feeling. A feeling we hadn’t felt since leaving our familial pantheon. Five eyes opened vertically along our brow and she saw them. Even we could not see ourselves. No shadow nor reflection cast upon any surface. No fingerprints, skin cells, hair, or oils. We left no trace in the world for mortals to remember us by and could only know ourselves by feel. We were Mother’s ultimate hunter. And her ultimate test of faith. 
But Tessa Voss saw us. She neither wanted nor expected anything from life save a small ember of hope D’abel had planted in her as surely as he wanted to plant his seed in her womb and forge the first generation of elementals since the days of myth and lore. Our throat felt dry as we smiled with nonchalance, ignoring the building addiction her simple gaze could cause us. 
“Hm? Oh, we suppose. Fyxen,
foxen, daughter of Voss… It’s all the same, isn’t it?”
She blinked, the hold on her knife faltering just so. We denied the impulse to snatch at her wrist, an old hunter’s instinct that no longer served us. But Tessa noticed–of course she did–and shored up her grip. 
“I’m sorry I stabbed you with a fork.”
We grinned, swallowing down the taste of her insincere apology. 
“No, you aren’t. For the record, we’re not either.” We tapped our bare shoulder where the mark remained. “Gamil, by the way.”
Before she could attempt to respond, we held up S’ba so it caught the light. “We’re here to offer you a bride price of unspeakable horror. Untold numbers of our children have died by this bane metal. S’ba, the Star of Death. Has D’abeloloa told you the story of his guardian blade?” 
Tessa jerked her head once in the negative without blinking. In a show of faith, we paced away, focusing all seven eyes on the blade held reverently, bitterly in our palms. Would she stab us again?
Would we like it this time?
“S’ba fell from the heavens in a vicious maelstrom of black rock from the godly realm, peppering the dunes of Kemet with molten iron and winding glass.” We recounted the tale in older, more familiar language, holding the dagger by the blade so she might see the gritty fulgurite inside its amber hilt. “The pharaoh Hatshepsut II and their advisor Senenmet bestowed it upon D’abeloloa after he tamed the Nile during a terrible flood. He spent many years with them, training their army to protect them against the auf. Well, against us, really.” 
“Why are you offering it to me then?” Tessa swam with confusion, her spirit so ripe with elemental blood that it made us thirsty. “I’m planning to kill as many of your children as I possibly can.”
We smiled sadly, holding the dagger out to her. 
“Fallen gods are gods of nothing. We have waited long enough for them to come home, but it’s obvious that they’ve turned away from us for good. Deluding ourselves any longer would be, well, pathetic. Don’t you think?” 
Ah, the sting of sympathy. One of our least favorite flavors. It burned where Tessa’s spirit pressed against our skin. 
“What were you the god of?” she asked suddenly. 
We weren’t expecting that question, and something thick lodged in our throat. No mortal could fathom the grief of a god. “Does it matter?”
Tessa shook her head, lowering her dagger. “No. It doesn’t have to matter.”
An impression of the life she left behind pressed against our vertical eyes. Laughter, warmth, late nights, fast loving, tragedy and triumph. A woman that had dealt with the razor’s edge of life far longer than her cosmic compulsion to kill our children. She’d been a healer then, meeting people at their worst moments and lifting them up. Strange how the most heroic parts of herself were the ones she’d cut away.
“Take it,” we said with a crease in our brow. We stared at S’ba like an old enemy, its point pressed against our wrist, hilt extended towards its rightful owner. “One cut is all it takes, and it will never dull.”
“Thank you…”
Tessa gripped the hilt and carefully removed the blade from our skin, leaving a tingle in its place.
“The only way to rid Earth of the auf for good is to collapse the veil, you know. You’ll need to free another b’adruokh to do that.”
Tessa slipped her old kitchen knife into her boot and holstered S’ba at her waist in a homemade sheath. Her brown eyes sparkled with sunlight and her spirit vibrated around her, poised to fight, as she cast her eyes back at the village behind us. Our children were gathered in alarming numbers, humming like the hive they were as they watched the sea in a trance, waiting for all their numbers to arrive. Normally I would relish a coming war. This time… I wasn’t so sure.
“How do I find one?”
I breathed in the distant smell of death like a fine perfume. 
“You can’t.” 
Her glare sliced to us like we might be her next target. We shrugged, and the bangles decorating our long earlobes tinkled together. “They are not in places you can reach anymore. After you liberated D’abeloloa, the others were moved from inconspicuous pockets to hostile, waterless tombs that he could not reach.”
“Damn it,” she hissed, hands on her hips.
“Even if you did reach them and the veil fell,” we hedged, hands behind our back as we took a step into the aura of her spirit, basking in its dangerous tingle. It smelled much better than the decay of our children’s human hosts. Like cloves and sacred herbs…
And a certain overgrown snake.
“The auf would be trapped here. Desperate, hungry… They’d be worse than they are now. Are you willing to live in that sort of hell in order to purge them?”
Tessa couldn’t answer directly. The hypocrisy pained her as she crossed her arms over her chest and held herself. “Humans don’t have a chance against them already. They’re everywhere. It’s a bloodbath regardless if other humans see it or not.”
An old argument she had with herself often, peppered with memories of a train station. An auf that had crossed the veil to feast without a host. A smiling man’s face with bright white teeth and a deep laugh that warmed her belly. She cut off the memories with brutal efficiency at the sensation of dirt on her hands. 
We resisted stoking that fire, swallowing down the taste with less relish than usual. Tessa held herself back too, denying the question she really wanted to ask us. Afraid down to the cold dredges of her soul of the answer. 
When she killed someone, were they still in there? Had she been a murderer all along?
“What about you?” she asked slowly, eyes flicking up to ours. “Are you willing to watch them die?”
Again, she unsettled us with her questions, and suddenly we wished that she could not see us. That we looked like D’abel or an old lover, friend, enemy… Anything at all but whatever truths she saw on our face. “Whether we betray them or not has no meaning. If we are nothing to them, we are nothing to no one.”
Tessa swallowed hard, taking her time assessing our face. It was a disturbing experience, like being naked and touched by strangers. Normally, we might enjoy such a lewd event, but the b’adruokh’s mate exposed more than our flesh. She saw us with the same bare intensity of our five eyes on a mortal’s soul, dissecting its virtues and vices, its desires and desperation. 
“That doesn’t have to be true,” she said, gaze coasting down our person. Her eyes lingered in some places, and we wondered what wounds she saw. Had we been so maimed? Marked? Scarred? We knew not, for if we looked down, all we saw was the shimmering web of creation that flowed in our veins. 
“It is our truth. Is tragedy not defined by grief that could have been avoided?”
“You could make friends,” she suggested. “Instead of antagonizing my–”
“Mate?” We said the word with more bitterness than planned.
She swallowed hard. “Right. He could be your friend instead of your enemy. You’re fighting on the side of a war that doesn’t appreciate you, Gamil.”
Were we, though? We had only done things that helped this mortal and her spirit since she’d first killed his guard and piqued our interest. We’d watched for a long while as she marched through the rain, flying overhead in lazy circles, laden with D’abel’s sorrowful rain.
“The most we can be is neutral,” we said with a frown.
“What if I think of you, then?” she murmured with a stitch in her brow. She flexed her fist as if it remembered the weight of our gift. “Remember you and send my gratitude. I’m not the worshiping kind, but… aren’t these the things gods actually want? To be included in the daily lives of the people they love and sacrifice for?”
Our heart nearly beat out of our chest. Heat suffused itself through our chest, and her spirit latched onto the radiating desire, siphoning a wisp of our immortal soul into its orbit. 
All seven of our eyes blazed in shock, washing Tessa’s face in an eerie glow. In all our eons, no one had ever hunted us before. Not like this, by a mortal woman with an iron shell and compassion enough to drown an army. We had always been met with…
Well, forks.
“I can do that for you,” she said quietly, licking her lip in thought, convincing herself. “If you help me fix their mistakes.”
We squeezed our eyes shut in pain. Eons of our children sending anguished thoughts of hunger and desperation. Rending, tearing, slurping, gurgling. They cannibalized and murdered and swarmed. They had hunted, yes, but not in the way we’d meant to teach them. And they had prayed to us, but not for things we had the control to change. They had been a fearsome army once, but when our Mother turned from them–from us–annihilation should have been our course of action. We had been too soft to relieve them of their torture and allowed the anguish to fester in their souls until nothing was left of the people they had been. 
It wasn’t their mistakes that needed fixing. The mistakes were all ours.
The barest nod was all we could manage, struck frozen on the cliffs of Pen Llŷn.
“We accept your terms,” we rasped. “Our betrayal and sacrifice in exchange for your devotion.” A soft mouth pressed against our jaw and we startled backwards, eyes flying open. We slapped our cheek where it fizzed with sensation, pressing our tongue against the spot from the inside of our cheek. “What was that for?”
Tessa smiled, though it wasn’t the bright, happy sort of smile a young human woman might normally wear. It was predatory and flowing with power. 
“For me. How many mortals can say they’ve kissed a god and left them speechless?”
In a single breath, our heavy mood lifted. We grinned, leaning into her selfish delight. Tessa’s fear, self-destruction, and lies were all delicious, but when she was selfish? Oohhhh, Mother deliver us from such addictive honey. 
“We thought you lived a selfless life, Tessa Voss. How unexpected.” 
She crossed her arms, the smile turning cold as she reflected on herself and inhaled for fortitude. “I’m coming to terms with the fact that I don’t need to live that way anymore to survive. D’abel is helping me learn how to be whole again.”
The snake was certainly rubbing off on her, in more ways than one.
“A little greed goes a long way, aye,” we teased. 
“It’s not greed. It’s… more than that.” 
Love. She couldn’t say it out loud, but her spirit sang with it, expanding to lick the waves and ruffle the long, dewy grass. She reached for him without thought, and the sensation was magnificent, overwhelming, lusty.
We chuckled. “Leave a little space in there for us, fyxen. Love or no, we are a greedy god and have but one mortal to fixate on now.”
Tessa rolled her eyes, taking a breath to scold us, no doubt.
We braced the nape of her neck with one hand and fit our mouth to hers before she could speak. 
Virginal sensations caused our breath to tremble. Our lips touching another for the first time, our hand gripping her neck, our tongue licking the seam of her mouth. Her hands pushed on our chest to expel us, but we hadn’t lied. We were greedy. 
Greedy for her.
We dissipated on the next sea breeze, out of breath and nearly out of time. D’abel would return soon, and with him, a true danger to our immortal soul. 
Did b’adruokh take kindly to sharing?
We’d find out. For better or worse.
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I sat on a picnic bench, kicking the stone wall dividing the pub’s back deck from the sandy beach, when D’abel walked out of the low tide like a warrior returning home. A swell of seawater shifted the boats baking in the afternoon sun, then his silvery hair caught the light. He walked through the water as if there was no more resistance than a field of wheat, two fat fish hanging from his claws by the gills as they swatted his thighs. 
I stood, brushing my butt clean as Daffyd grilled some shrimp for his own lunch, mumbling about how odd it was that no one had come by yet.
“Even Ben hasn’t come round,” he wondered, shaking his head. “That old goat has a prawn sandwich like clockwork. Better’n a church bell. You want some, love?”
I glanced at the open roll in his meaty hand and smiled. 
“No thanks. D’abel brought me lunch.”
Dafydd joined me in watching my b’adruokh walk up the beach in his tattered loincloth. It looked more colorful and distinct now as rivulets of water slid down his dry scales into the sand. He whipped his tail with a haughty smile. 
“Seems a good lad,” Dafydd commented with a chuckle. “Found yourself a proper fisherman.”
“Something like that.”
“Wish me luck in hooking her heart for good,” D’abel commented, setting the two fish on a bloody cutting board beside a steel sink. He held out his hand and Dafydd gave him a cleaver. “She is as ferocious as a barracuda.”
Dafydd chuckled, biting the tail off one of his prawns with a crunch before laying it in his slathered roll. Then he pointed his sandwich at me with indignation. “Playing hard to get with that? Please. If that snack had glanced my way when I was young, I’d have gotten on my knees behind that counter in a second.”
I sputtered in shock as a deep belly laugh rolled out of D’abel’s throat. His tail roiled over itself in amusement.
“Dafydd!”
The cook winked, took a bite of his lunch, and sat down at the picnic bench. 
“What? It’s true. Only reason I wouldn’t now’s because my knees couldn’t take it.”
D’abel wrapped the tip of his tail around my ankle and squeezed, thoroughly enjoying himself and the heat blasting through my ears. “I appreciate your compliments very much, Dafydd. Perhaps they will sway mine Tessa.”
“No swaying necessary,” I grumbled, sitting next to Dafydd but backwards so I could watch D’abel rather than look out at the ocean. He used the cleaver to cut the heads off both fish, then unhinged his jaw and slurped them down with a crunch. He slit open their bellies next and ate every scrap from bones to lungs to fins. He scraped their scales with his tongue, stripping them raw, then arranged them on the grill. 
“I can feel S’ba,” he said, massaging the haddock filets with his claws. He watched me out of one side pupil. “The fallen one visited while I was away, then.”
I sat up a little straighter, withdrawing it from its leather holster. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but I could make a new one. “You knew they’d come, didn’t you?”
D’abel looked back at me and his eyes fell to the blade, his irises shifting until they were squished together at the front of his stare, all four slitted pupils focused on the dagger. 
“I thought they might, yes.”
“You weren’t worried about a fiend god trying to kill me?”
D’abel’s eyes flashed dangerously, his tail squeezing my ankle again. 
“Gamil is no more god than a piece of driftwood. If their intentions had ever been to hurt you, they would not have stolen S’ba from the auf that guarded it.”
“Why not? Feels like a good Trojan horse to me.”
D’abel smiled sadly, glancing up at the crowds gathering along Morfa Nefyn–many dozens now standing in a row like dark fence pickets–then turning his attention back to the fish. We were both doing our best to honor what might be our only honeymoon day together.
“Gamil must have killed many of their children to acquire S’ba. They would not have done so to hunt a single mortal soul. Not yours. Not mine.” 
My throat constricted. I crossed my leg over my knee and traced the scales of D’abel’s tail. The tip wound through my fingers. “So their promises are real then.” D’abel and I stared at each other for several breathless beats. 
“They promised you things?”
“That they would help us. They said they’d betray the auf for us.”
“In exchange for what?” 
I shrugged, leaning my elbows on the table as Dafydd hummed a popular shanty and enjoyed the sun. “I told them I’d think about them, remember them from time to time. The things that gods seem to want.”
D’abel blinked, pulling the fish off the grill with his bare hands. He put it on a paper plate that was much too small and set it on the table. It smelled delicious and fresh. Warm and juicy. I swallowed hard, my skin prickling with anticipation as saliva pooled in my mouth. 
D’abel bent his face into my neck and breathed me in with a deep, crocodilian growl. It wasn’t an angry sound, but a hungry one. For my legs to open or for Gamil’s neck between his teeth, I couldn’t tell. Maybe both. 
“Gamil is the god of many things, but primarily of the hunt,” D’abel spoke into the shell of my ear. Goosebumps rose on my forearms as he tied me up in his tail. “Decay, hunger, the cycle of life… Their sense of hunger has twisted along with their children, so now they hunt through one’s deepest vices. They unravel the good in people by showing them the things they want most. Their youth, wealth, a neighbor’s wife, their most perfect body, a child, someone they miss… Whatever they told you, be suspicious, myn chalis. Their compulsion to consume someone who is consumed with vice is nearly as strong as yours.”
I creased my brow. “What do you see when you look at them?”
D’abel blinked, his feathery white lashes brushing my cheek. “For many centuries, my brother. Now, you and he both.”
“I only see them.” I scrubbed my arms and fanned my fingers across my forehead. “Skin like volcanic rock, and seven eyes that glow white.” I pushed D’abel back gently by the shoulder so we could look at each other. “They said that the other anchors are the only way to get rid of the fiends for good, but that they aren’t accessible anymore. They were moved to places without any form of water. Any form of you. If we fight without their help, we’ll just repeat this war over and over forever.”
“Ah, so you believe you hunted the god of the hunt?”
I opened my mouth, then closed it. I wasn’t that conceited. “I didn’t hunt anyone. I just offered them something it looked like they wanted.”
“Are you sure they took what you offered as intended?” His shoulders stiffened, porcelain scales shifting over hard muscles as he stretched his shoulders–or maybe his pride.
“Can’t we give trust a try? That’s what you’ve been asking from me, isn’t it? Regardless of whatever strings are attached, I’ll pay any price to stop the auf. You’ve known that since day one.”
My b’adruokh examined my stare with a curl at the corner of his mouth. He pressed his nose to my neck and breathed me in. 
“Mine Tessa, crafting a defense for trust,” he teased. “What an unbelievable turn of events. I’m miffed that I was denied such preferential treatment.”
“I didn’t kill you, did I?” I snapped in my own defense, annoyed in a warm way.
D’abel pulled back and held up a piece of steaming haddock between our faces, his pomegranate eyes glittering with boyish joy. “Eat, beloved. The first warm thing you’ve had in so many years will be hunted, gutted, cooked, and served by your husband’s hand.”
I opened my mouth slowly, gazing into D’abel’s mercurial stare. He pressed the hot chunk of fish between my lips and rubbed his thumb against my collarbone as I moaned. Tears popped into the corners of my eyes and I sniffed. 
“It’s good,” I squeaked out, on the verge of tears. “It’s… It’s really good.” 
“You trust the fallen one,” he asked without asking, already knowing the answer. I pulled S’ba from its sheath and held it between us. 
“Not really, no. But I don’t think they’re trying to trick us. When they agreed, they looked heartbroken,” I said as he brushed his fingers across the meteoric blade. S’ba sang, changing colors under his touch. “And they kissed me.”
D’abel’s gaze snapped up, his pupils turning to slits. “Kissed you.”
“I assumed it was to seal the deal.” I blew out a breath, rolling my eyes at myself. “Or perhaps a thank you for thinking of them? It felt genuine, not a game.”
My stomach dropped. Fucking damn it. I’d gotten myself into another treacherous contract, hadn’t I? I blinked away from D’abel’s stare, ashamed and struggling to find the right words. He brought me back with a claw on my chin and another piece of fish pressed between my lips. 
“A god kissed you without leaving a godling in your belly,” he teased with an edge of jealousy. “I think that calls for celebration.” He pulled me up by the hand and pressed my ass into the breakwall with my back to the beach, a dangerous hiss in his chest. “And a reclaiming.” 
I swallowed the succulent morsel and brushed my fingers through his perfect hair. Shimmers of gold fluttered in the air around him like a mirage. I tried brushing my fingers over the coin-like glint, but there was nothing there.
D’abel gripped my wrist and I gasped. He turned me around to look out at the sea and yanked my jeans down my thighs. I held onto the wall, glancing at Dafydd where he sat finishing his lunch. He caught my eye and smiled. 
“Having a nice date?” he asked. 
D’abel spread my cheeks open and pushed his tongue into my pussy. I mewled, biting my lip as my knees trembled.
“Mhm,” I managed. Dafydd nodded, wiping his fingers on a napkin. A hot spear of embarrassment melted down my spine as my ass jiggled and my breath hitched. But the cook’s eyes slid right over my skin, none the wiser. 
“Good. Enjoy yourself, love. I’ll clean up.” 
“Not the fish!” I gasped, clutching D’abel’s hair in one blind hand as his split tongue spiraled over itself and fucked me like a toy. Dafydd waved, taking his own plate and turning off the grill.
My b’adruokh hissed, his tail winding around my throat. It pressed against my lips, and I opened for it. A bite of haddock, still warm despite the chill, dropped onto my tongue, and I sucked the savory flavor off D’abel’s tail with relish. His claws dug into my hips, leaving behind pinpricks of pain that made my pussy clench on his muscular tongue.
“Fuck me, husband,” I teased, even if it came out colder than I’d meant. I pushed back on his unhinged jaws, pressing his face harder into my slit. He growled, tail squeezing my throat until I couldn’t speak, could hardly breathe. His tongue popped from my channel and he stood. 
A claw dangled another piece of food above my mouth. I tipped my head back, stuck out my tongue, and eagerly slurped it down as he pushed into me. The experience of eating and fucking was beyond decadent. All of my hungers and lusts satiated at once. I swallowed the bite down, and he hissed feeling my throat bob beneath the press of his tail. 
“I…” My words broke off as D’abel’s tail left my throat and his claw replaced it, cradling the vulnerable underside of my jaw so that he could bend me back enough to nuzzle my collarbone with his slitted nose. His spikes slid inside me, leaving trails of electricity in their wake. Still well-tenderized from the morning, I took his doubled girth without pain, my pussy fluttering around his shafts as he stroked in and out of me with deliberation. 
D’abel nipped my throat. “Say nothing. Just survive with me tonight and tell me tomorrow.” 
His words made me realize just how unlikely that was. I stared up at the fiends on the cliffs with tears in my eyes. 
“I like you, D’abel,” I gasped. He slowed and eased off my throat so I could speak. It was easier to do it while staring out at the ocean instead of meeting his gaze. “Even your banter. I like it all. I… I love it.”
Seeing Gamil’s sorrow made me remember how important it was to say those things out loud. I’d ripped myself from my family, and the loss of their love and warmth had turned my soul brittle over the course of months. For beings that saw no end, how awful would that frigid abyss be? 
However long they could withstand such emptiness, the fallout would be devastating. Cataclysmic. It was the sort of pain that could end worlds. I had a strange feeling that it was the sort of pain that created the auf too. 
D’abel gripped both of my hips and pressed his mouth into the nape of my neck, burrowing his nose into my chestnut curls. His jaw unhinged and his teeth sank home, tapping into the vessels of my throat, through the meat and sinew. A few beads of venom leaking from his fangs soothed the ache and made my channel suck him in deeper as I climaxed.
He paused with his cocks deep and took a draw on my blood. Just a small amount that had him groan in my ear and his cocks jump. He came and pulled out, letting his seed drop to the sandy stones. 
Then he slapped my clit with his spikes, carefully withdrew his curved fangs from my flesh, and slid home again. When he fucked me this time, it was with long, thorough strokes. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes, and I gripped the breakwall like the bow of a ship in a storm. 
“It doesn’t matter if it’s today,” he panted, “or tomorrow, or centuries from now. Someday, when our time comes, you will die loved and warm and in my arms.” He was so much taller than me that he leaned over my shoulder to show me his grin as he licked his teeth clean of my blood. “If I have my way, it will be several younglings from now.” 
I elbowed him as he chuckled. He knew I was about to snap back, though, and slipped his tail into my ass, teasing it with just the tip. I bowed my head, the breeze whisking away the sweat on the back of my brow. 
“Shelve it,” I breathed, “for another day.”
“Can you blame me? Elementals are an endangered species. There are only four of us, you know.”
My mind went blank looking for a good comeback as he hoisted my back up against his chest and pounded my pussy until it lit up and pulsated in excitement. He swelled, rubbing all my favorite places with his spikes, and then he was coming into me, hugging me, nuzzling his face into my throat. He banded my chest and belly, keeping us joined as our breath ran wild but our bodies stilled. 
“I see my brother in Gamil because I maimed him,” he hushed into my skin with pain in his tone. “I am the reason we were enslaved at the anchors. All four of us, torn apart by Gamil’s vice hunger. My brother betrayed me then, but I never stopped loving him. Anger is not the same as hate, myn chalis. The people you left behind… Perhaps they are angry at you, but if they love you half as much as you deserve, they will never hate you.”
Tears tracked down my cheek and fell from my nose and chin. We stood in silence, joined and clinging to each other. I looked past the ocean at my sister, who would be in college now. My uncle who would have retired. I wondered if Reed still thought of me and if he had found another partner.
I wondered if they were happy without me.
I hoped they were. 
Unable to speak, I nodded. D’abel held me for a long time with my pants around my knees and his hands under my shirt. We stared at the sun as it sank closer and closer to the horizon, sharing morsels of haddock and stories about our siblings. 
Reigniting the warmth in our souls.
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The last rays of sunlight sliced across the frigid ocean and bathed the razor’s edge of the cliffs in bright orange, illuminating rows of uncanny faces now waiting for true night to fall. Fiends were good mimics, but without anyone to fool, their masks slipped. Like imposters wearing meat suits, their skin was stretched too tight in some places and drooped loose in others. Eyes were lopsided, and some had too many square, yellow teeth. They squawked, barked, laughed, or screamed at random into the wind, as if the connective magic between their stolen bodies and possessive spirits was misfiring in petit mal seizures of the soul.
The last sliver of red light split their faces like Fate’s golden thread. The sun’s weak warmth brushed the back of my neck like a soothing breath of encouragement as I held D’abel’s cool hand. 
“S’ba will be enough,” he assured me quietly. He didn’t break his eyes away from the cliffs as he squeezed my fingers.
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. But let’s hope they’re more pissed at you than me.”
That halo around his face shimmered in my peripheral vision with that golden, fluttery mirage. He slung his tail around my waist, and the tip slapped his own thighs like a whip before it curled around my knee. His eyes, his fingers, his tail, his fangs… Everything was too long, and details of his elemental form were seeping through the cracks. His tail clanged with dozens of short spines, and his fingers were blackened where his claws turned to shadows. His eyes glowed white like Gamil’s… He was waiting in suspense, spirit quivering with the need to expand.
“They would want to recapture me, yes.”
I huffed out a fearful breath and glowered, looking down at S’ba held in the warm cushion of my palm. I was more nervous for D’abel than for myself.
If I take one with me when I go, I’ll die happy.
That had been my mantra for as long as I’d brandished a kitchen knife. If they caught me, I was dead. If they caught D’abel, he would be thrown into another iron maiden. I squeezed S’ba, my grip true. If they overcame us and hope was lost, I would kill him because humanity couldn’t afford for him to hold up another anchor.
And because maybe I loved him. Just a little bit.
Thank you for the gift, Gamil.
I know how much it cost you. I bit the inside of my cheek, squinting into the wind. It felt strange to form words in my mind. To say them with deliberation and to fully feel a sense of gratitude. In a strange way, it was comforting. Not because I thought Gamil might hear me, but because it brought me back to that moment with D’abel’s tail around my waist and my blood running hot with anticipation. And goodbye. Just in case.
“Can you really take all of them on?” I asked D’abel, looking up at him. He met my stare, silky tresses slipping over his shoulder to mingle with the wind. He smiled, fangs glinting in the final sparks of daylight.
“You worry too much, beloved.”
I squeezed S’ba, not buying his deflection. “I’m a realist. I want to know.”
“No.”
Hearing him say it out loud hurt worse than I thought it would. The pain hit my chest like I’d been shot. D’abel slipped his hand around my jaw, over my earlobe, to cradle the back of my neck. I swallowed hard, my grip on S’ba faltered, and D’abel pressed his mouth to mine. Instantly, the nerves unraveled. I breathed in his scent and steadied myself.
“The auf on the cliff are mindless with hunger and rage,” he explained softly. “Do you remember the unsettling gravity of standing near the anchor’s scar? Without my spirit to hold it aloft, their plane is calling them back and tearing them apart.”
“And the only cure is putting you back in that shed,” I rasped. He bumped my forehead with his cheek in agreement.
“They’re desperate beyond imagination. So no, mine Tessa… As much as I’d like to preen and strut for you, I cannot lie. They are too much for us.” He kissed me once more, splitting his tongue along the seam of my lips with a grin.
“Why are you smiling?” I asked suspiciously. 
“Your goal is to kill the auf, but we need not kill them all tonight, surely? We destroy as many as we can, then retreat into the safety of the sea.”
I lifted my chin in realization, the knot of apprehension loosening in my chest. “And if they follow, you’ll drown them.”
He nodded, giving my waist a squeeze with his tail. “Simply survive with me tonight. Do not risk yourself. It is not worth it.” 
The last slice of sunset slipped away, and the auf finally moved, their shadows slipping along the cliff edge like spilled ink.
“They come.”
The sight stole my courage. They stampeded like a swarm of termites down the peninsula, ready to carve us up like their mouths were wood chippers. There were no shrieks, barks, guffaws, or war cries. Just the ominous rumble of hundreds of feet.
I stared at them with my heart in my throat, and suddenly my hands were numb. My knees felt weak at the crush of bodies rushing towards us. D’abel kept his eyes on me, his smile gone. He brushed his fingers over my hair and squeezed my earlobe before his hand fell away.
“When the odds are too great, trust the waves to catch you, my wife,” he murmured.
Then he walked forward and his tail slowly unraveled from around my waist. My hands shook so badly that I thought I might fall, but I breathed instead. Long, deep lungfuls of ocean air steadied me, and I stood on my own like I always had. I wouldn’t drop my knife. I was a wall, I told myself. I would hold back the flood. 
D’abel’s scales smoked black and his shadow warped into a monstrous eel looming in his wake, haunting his heels. It swam in and out of the wet grass, longer than a semi truck. When it reared up, it opened its maw and swallowed my b’adruokh whole. 
D’abel’s lindwyrm form clawed its way into the corporeal realm with its two front claws. His tail spiraled out behind him and spikes erupted from his long spine like sheets of metal warped to make thunder sounds. It clashed and echoed, piercing my ears as they dueled with each other. 
When the first auf reached him, he used those blades to swipe them off the cliffs and cut their legs open. Those that fell into the water met black whirlpools with frothing white seafoam that sucked them under and smashed them against the rocks. 
D’abel opened his maw and bellowed in a long, eerie call, shaking out his spines like hundreds of swords. He smashed a fiend beneath his claw, tore into another with his teeth, crushed two with his tail like an anaconda. They climbed the spines on his back with bleeding hands as it cut their forearms to ribbons. Some made it to his face, but many more slid off when their arms stopped working. When that happened, they split their human faces open to expose rows and rows of teeth to attack him with their mouths instead. 
D’abel bled and my heart did too. I squeezed S’ba harder as the auf bathed themselves in his inky blood. He spent more and more time clearing the field with his tail and using his claws to rip shoulders from necks where teeth were clamped into his scales. He was slowing down, probably in a lot of pain…
And then one slid out of the grass behind him, a skull-white forehead with thin black hair that glowed against the evening blue. The fiend was dressed in dark silk pajamas, clawing his way through the blood-slick grass until his bare feet found purchase. Another pulled itself from the rocks, narrowly escaping the whirlpools that would have ripped its stolen body apart. It stumbled sideways, then ran after the first, half its body now covered in smears of blood and soil. 
“Go,” I told myself, forcing my feet to carry me forward. I walked slowly as they raged, sprinting faster than humans were built for. My heart raced with them, but I forced myself to breathe deep, to walk, not run. I needed every ounce of stamina to survive. 
The first was twenty paces ahead of the second, snorting and sniffing and giggling as it caught my scent. I twisted S’ba across my body as it approached, probably smelling of fear as I counted like a metronome in my mind. I paced my breathing and my thoughts to overcome the terror seeping out of every pore. And when the first fiend flew at me, I jumped back, swiping S’ba across its abdomen with wrenching force. Its nails raked down my arm, but it fell to the ground with a shriek. It writhed and roiled, clutching itself as it twitched.
I lifted my arm as it stitched itself closed again, leaving just a few thin streaks of red streaming down my fingers. Maybe I really could make it until dawn. S’ba was sharper than any knife I’d ever held, and it felt longer than reality… A morphing, shifting sort of magic that I couldn’t define.
And didn’t have time to. 
The second fiend knocked me to the ground. I jammed the knife into its ribs, my hand bruising against the crossguard. It opened its mouth and I heard the sounds of the Ruggles train passing by. Saw its headlights as they flashed through the benches and lampposts… 
I grabbed the thing’s hair and jerked it hard to the side just in time. Its teeth sank into my shoulder as I withdrew my dagger from its ribs and punched it back in, searching for vital organs. Its mouth went slack and I pushed it off, tossing it to the side with a breathless grunt.  
The first time I’d felt my own body stitch closed, it had been nauseating, but now it was a comfort. I climbed to my feet to check on D’abel and what other fiends might be coming for me. He was holding the line, but my blood chilled when a fiend launched itself at his tail, impaling itself on one of his spines. They weren’t even fighting him anymore…
They were trying to weigh him down instead.
My eyes went wide with fear. “No,” I breathed, taking a step forward as flashes of my greatest fears filled my mind like ice. “D’a–ah!”
The peninsula quaked so hard under the weight of the battle that I fell to my knees. S’ba clattered out of my hands and I scrambled after it, taking my eyes off of D’abel as he whirled and clutched at the bodies piling on his spines. He threw several off, three stumbling to their feet behind him and locking eyes with me.
I stepped back behind the bodies I’d already dropped so they couldn’t trip me, and resumed breathing. Counting.
D’abel would bail when he needed to. I trusted him.
Something hissed at my back. I gasped, whirling with my dagger up. There were no fiends behind me, but steam rolled out of the base of the peninsula’s tip in a thick plume of white that glowed in the worsening darkness. The cliffs shook again, splitting the ground into deep crevasses that bled more steam into the air around me.
Whatever was happening below my feet, it wasn’t D’abel. He was snarling in a rage, thrashing his encumbered tail. He understood what the fiends were trying to do too, and he wasn’t going to let them do it. His attention was devoted to smearing bodies off his spines while keeping the fresher auf at bay.
If I jump, the sea will catch me.
I glanced at the fiends closing in, then turned and ran for the edge of the cliffs. It was up to me if we held our ground or jumped into the sea, so whatever was happening beneath our feet was my responsibility. What if the fiends had stood at the edge of Morfa Nefyn as a distraction from others digging a hole behind our backs?
The eerie silence of the fiendish swarm erupted into shrieks and snarls. They howled like sirens, raising the hairs on my arms and neck. I didn’t know what it meant, but a sense of doom misted like sweat on my skin, twisting up my guts and my soul…
So I ran harder.
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I slid down the sandy slope of a worn-down trail towards a hidden sliver of beach at the tip of the peninsula, my arms crossed over my head as rocks the size of my fist tumbled from the quaking cliffs. It was worse down here, and my feet sifted through the sand, sucked into the ground so that it was difficult to run. I weaved like a drunk on a ship, thudding elbow first into the cliffs when the earthquake threatened to toss me straight over the edge of the trail. 
Savage snarls ripped through the rumbling air. I glanced back with wild eyes, my hair stuck to my sweaty forehead and temples. One of the fiends was right on me, its guts bulging from a slit in its abdomen. It must have been one of the bodies that had piled onto D’abel’s spines.
Our eyes caught, and she bared her teeth. Too many of them, with thin lips stretched over her gums. She clicked her tongue with excitement, stumbling down the path towards me. 
I kept one arm over my head and held out S’ba, feeling for a spot on the slope that might give me more stability. To the fiend, I looked trapped, but the ocean was a wind at my back. She had the high ground, but I had everything else. My hands trembled, but I managed a cocked smile.
She launched into me, her saw-blade teeth aimed at my soft abdomen. I jammed my dagger’s hilt into the back of her head as I pulled her hair, keeping her teeth inches from my skin as we tumbled. I cushioned our fall into the craggy trail, taking a smooth boulder to the hip, several jagged ones to the shoulder and the back of the arm. The water licked my hair and I kicked with a desperate growl, trying to dislodge her. She barked into my face with decaying breath. 
My boot caught her in the groin, and I propelled her over my head into the surf. I scrambled back, nursing my shoulder, and the water swallowed her whole. 
I didn’t have time to pause. Another vicious growl sounded from above me and my head snapped up just in time to catch a droplet of saliva on my cheek. A fiend was several meters above me with its arms outstretched as it wriggled towards the edge of the cliffs. If it dropped, it would land on my head. 
Swinging around the corner of the cliffs, I ran straight into a wall of heat so strong it raised goosebumps on my arms and bristled my cheeks. My eyes dried out instantly as I blinked, momentarily blinded and swinging my dagger in case something was ahead. 
And there was. As my eyes blurred and my lungs filled with white-hot steam, I heard bubbling, clinking, dragging… 
“Stay back!” a deep, strained voice ordered.
I gasped, shuffling away from the roasting steam far enough to keep my eyes open. Tears streamed down my cheeks and evaporated before they reached my chin. But squinting against the bleary glow, I saw a black silhouette heaving in the middle of a glowing pool of yellow and red.
“Holy shit,” I breathed, pressing myself against the entrance I’d flung myself into. It was a new crevasse brought on by the earthquake, and in the center of it was Gamil, with their tall ears and glowing white eyes, wrapping iron chains around their forearms and pulling until the muscles of their bare shoulders bulged taut. 
The fallen god looked over their shoulder at me with a strained grin. 
“We can’t die, but you can, fyxen,” they called, wincing as the magma bubbled up and splashed across their skin. “Go, hurry!” 
I stumbled back out into the chilly autumn sea air and swerved around the side of the slit in the rock. It glowed like a molten sword, casting a long ray of golden light across the dark tide. Gamil followed on my heels, stumbling to their knees. I reached for their shoulders, but they hissed, all seven eyes as bright as flashlights. 
“Don’t,” they warned as their hands and arms charred to the bone and disintegrated into the sand. “Too hot–”
I grabbed them under the arms anyway, dragging them out of the path of the growing yellow light and heat. A heartbeat later, the crevasse erupted with lava like someone had popped a cork on the Earth’s mantle. Its roiling stream spilled into the ocean with the force of a freight train as I collapsed into the sand with Gamil sprawled over my legs. 
But only half of them.
“What were you doing?” I hissed, shoving my hands into a puddle of saltwater caught in the rocks. The salt stung, but it was better than the burns bubbling on my palms. The pain fizzled out like pop rock candy.
Gamil smiled breathlessly, looking up at me from my lap. They hadn’t stumbled onto their knees when they’d escaped the cave. They’d melted down to a stumpy torso with blackened bones for arms. Rivers of yellow yolk pumped through the holes that lava had eaten through their skin. The yellow goop coated their fangs and festered where their skin peeled up like a roasted pig. How they were alive, I couldn’t fathom.
“We’re a god, love. ‘Tis but a scratch. Just a flesh wound.”
My brow creased and I scoffed, indignation flashing in my glare. “Did you just quote Monty Python?”
“Today was the first day anyone has spoken to us in a long while,” they continued without acknowledging, well, anything else. The lava, their leglessness, the fiend clinging to the grassy overhang above us. They just stared at me with a doped up smile that alarmed me. 
“Gamil, you’re in shock,” I said calmly. I pressed my raw palms into the sand and dragged us further away from the heat now that my palms had stopped bubbling with blisters. The god was so toasted, they could have been Anakin Skywalker’s body double. There was nothing I could do, but the urge to do something plagued me anyway.
“Certainly,” they sighed dreamily, watching the fiend looking for a way down as spittle foamed at its mouth. “We have not been honored in battle since the b’adruokh were last free. Yet here we lay, honored once more.”
I grunted absently in response and pressed my fingers carefully against the pulse in their neck. It was erratic but strong. Confusing. I should have been comforting them, but why comfort a god that brought out vintage movie quotes while roasting alive? 
Instead my frayed temper colored my tone as I slid out from under their head. “Yeah, well, I don’t know if a simple thanks really counts.”
Gamil’s glowing white eyes slid to mine and they winked every other one with a snaggle-toothed grin. “We’ll take the win regardless.”
The lava belched from the scar in the cliffs with a knot of shackles and blackened stones speared through with massive red-hot bolts. All at once, the river slowed as if the pressure had equalized within the earth, and it pooled like asphalt tar, slowly eating away the rocks and beach as it flattened like a pancake.
“Gamil,” I warned, my eyes growing wide as I stared at that knot of iron. “What did you do?”
They lifted their head with a wince, then let it fall back on my thigh. 
“Meet Tsemkhoa ad B’adruokh,” they coughed, groaning as the sand streamed over their burned flesh like mycelium. “Your snake’s brother.”
I jumped to my feet, dumping Gamil like a lap full of hot potatoes. 
“Cnych, hey!” they complained. But my lungs pumped as if I was running a marathon and my heart beat its wings like it was trying to escape a cage. There, in the middle of the pool of red molten earth, was a mass of black hair and delicately pointed ears. Shoulders ripped ragged and bound too tightly with chains wrapped from wrist to bicep. A tail that was barely intact, bones bubbling along the surface of his hell water as it clung to itself by shreds of skin and scales. 
He was a corpse. A familiar corpse. One that I desperately never wanted to see so mangled and close to death ever again. 
I took a step and a spindly, skeletal hand clutched my ankle. 
“No, fyxen,” Gamil said slowly, scowling at me with all their fangs bared. “You are not going to wade through lava to go save another pet.” 
I blinked at the warbling heat of the blackened pool. The bottoms of my boots were hot and my cheeks were sharp with blistering pain. I shuffled back, dumbfounded. What the hell had I been thinking?
Gamil sighed with relief, dropping their head in the chilly sand. 
“What did you–”
“Just wait for it, love.”
And then I felt it. That unmistakable pull of gravity on my fingers and toes, knocking my equilibrium off balance. I stumbled sideways into the cliffside like a sailor tossed in a storm at sea, and I pinned the god with a glare of disbelief. 
The anchor hidden inside the crevasse Gamil had gouged out of the peninsula groaned. Without the b’adruokh to hold its anchor aloft, the corner of reality buckled and fell. 
An earth-shattering gong resonated through the air and shook the ocean like there was a drumhead beneath the waves. I held my ears and gnashed my teeth, leaning against the stones as waves of sickness crashed through me. It was so loud this time. 
“The veil has fallen. They’re trapped here now,” Gamil said. Their voice was quiet, reflective, but cut through the terrible ringing in my ears. I managed to open my eyes and their image swam where they looked up at me with a sad smile. “For you, Tessa. We hope you’re prepared for the purge ahead.”
The sea sloshed and calmed as the vertigo passed, and I staggered upright. I couldn’t believe such words, could I? Gamil had betrayed their own children? It wasn’t possible. Millennia defending them, protecting them, hoping… 
But the sounds of the battle above had changed. I glanced up at where that fiend had been trying to find a way down and saw that it was gone. The pounding rumble of feet was gone, replaced now with high-pitched screeches of frustration and pain. A sharp pang of worry hit me as I realized I couldn’t hear D’abel either.
I licked the sweat from my upper lip in thought. The lava blocked my path, but desperation was a motivating muse. I glanced back up where the fiend should have been slobbering down on us and grabbed the slick grass with determination. 
“Thank you,” Gamil said. I paused, looking down at them. They were healing gruesomely, their arms and legs crawling with millions of grains of yolk-soaked sand and charred meat. “For thinking of us.” 
“Yeah, well,” I hoisted myself up, S’ba catching a glimmer of moonlight. “Thanks for the dagger.” 
Gamil laughed, but I didn’t look back at them. I kept my eyes firmly planted on that outcropping of dark grass and rocks. There were other steep footholds, as if beachgoers slid down to that little beach to steal moments of passion or quietude once in a while, so scrambling up was fast. 
I gasped when I rolled over the ledge onto flat ground.
D’abel stood in the middle of a pile of bodies like a sandbank around an old tree stump. He was covered in blood, both his and theirs, breathing heavily with his teeth bared. Even from so far away, I heard the rasp of his lungs. His massive eyes found mine from across the distance, questioning. 
Because the bodies around him weren’t dead. They writhed and twitched and clawed at themselves. I broke from his stare, walking up to the fiend that had been looming over the beach. It pierced its own face with its claws, remnants of human flesh hanging off its arms like a ratty old sweater. 
It didn’t notice me. Because it was eating.
It snarled and tore chunks away from itself with piercing whines of agony. It rolled back and forth, a ghoulish creature like the one I’d seen at Riggles Station bursting from within the corpse it had been wearing like a sack adhered to its own flesh. 
I knelt beside it, my dagger ready. It continued scraping its cheeks into its mouth, sickening globules that slithered down its throat without needing to swallow. It should have terrified me like Riggles did, but instead I saw its emaciated elbows and ribs, the sunken well of its eyes and cheeks, and I wondered what Gamil had ever seen in these monsters.
I slid S’ba between the creature’s arms and throat, then slit its trachea open. It noticed me then, but it was too late. I stood up as it gurgled and found D’abel was still watching me.
“You are well, myn chalis?” he asked with a hoarse breath, his voice so vast that it echoed along the coast. I couldn’t yell that far, so I waved my arms above my head and moved onto the next fiend.
Then the next, and the next, making my way towards my b’adruokh. Eventually he did the same, crushing the auf under his claws and shoving them into the hungry ocean with his tail. I kept my eyes down, focused on the task of clearing the mindless undead from the battlefield.
It was grueling work. Traumatizing. Awful.
And despite the many questions swirling between D’abel and me, there was recognition that we needed to make short work of this. The auf might regain their senses once their cannibalistic feast was over.
So we helped the dead rest. Everything else would wait until morning.
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Morfa Nefyn was purged two days later. Every home, business, and street was empty. No survivors, but no sign of a struggle either, as if everyone had been taken in their idle moments. Waiting for their tea to brew, napping by the windows, rocking their babes to sleep. The bloody peninsula had even been washed clean by a steady rain. Nothing appeared to be amiss, as if everyone just… vanished. 
I began to rethink Roanoke Island. 
But there were signs. A bag of mail that had been dropped in the middle of the road. A little cottage with foggy windows thanks to its dangerously overheated stove. Laundry soaked through on a clothesline. A restaurant full of tables with half-eaten food and personal effects. Purses, phones, a pair of sandals, a pacifier. 
My skin prickled as I walked between buildings in silence, my boots crunching on the damp grit of the cobblestones and roads. The ghostly remnants of interrupted lives haunted the village everywhere I looked, no different than the evacuation zones around Chernobyl or Fukushima. Like people that visited those abandoned zones as morbid tourists, I felt the wrongness breathing down my neck. 
The veil had crushed the slip between realms and now the world was too quiet.
“You are famished, beloved.” 
D’abel’s clawtips brushed gently at my dry curls as we walked through the rain. I felt each drop, but none of them dampened my skin or hair. My clothes on the other hand…
“How far out did you check?” I asked, annoyed that I couldn’t put my hands in my pockets without feeling like they were encased in vinyl gloves and shoved in some jelly. My brain wasn’t programmed for the odd sensation yet. 
“About one hundred mille, if that is still a unit of measurement. There are abandoned chariots and broken windows. Very few people, but those I saw were moving quietly.” He stroked my cheek, stopping us in the middle of the path that would lead out towards Porthdinllaen as I took that in.
Gamil had given me exactly what I wanted at a terrible cost. How many people would have preferred to live with the shell of their loved one rather than see the monster within? More than wanted the truth, I knew that from experience. My compulsion had ripped lives apart and there was no healing that. 
I closed my eyes and reminded myself of why I’d taken so many lives in the last three years. Forty-seven, excluding Morfa Nefyn. I would never forget them. The schoolboy, the grandmother, Matthew… Glenn. I bit my lip at thinking his name. I pictured him in my mind for the first time in more than a year. My favorite picture of Reed, Glenn, and I at a park drinking sneaky margaritas while we fed the ducks. 
Tears threatened to bead up in the corners of my eyes and I clenched my jaw hard. I hadn’t stayed around long enough to know… I’d just gutted him and fled. And I would never know. I’d never look to confirm one way or the other because if he hadn’t been a fiend and I’d murdered him, my soul would die. 
With a deep, long inhale, I bottled it all back up. Buttoned my grief away and walled it off with ice. I reminded myself that a fiend had ripped my life apart too. They’d stolen someone that I loved. Had desecrated my friend’s body. My compulsion didn’t come from some broken thing inside me. It came from empathy. And it was right, even if it was the hardest thing to do. Even if I was a villain. I felt that down to my soul. 
“My wife is deep in thought,” D’abel said gently, pinching my chin until I blinked away from the steaming sea and looked up at him. His double pupils were pressed together so that all four vertical slits drank me in. “You must eat. I insist.” 
I cleared my throat, pulling my chin out of his forefinger and thumb. The tip of his tail wrapped around my ankle instead, possessive and stubborn. 
“You need to go see your brother. And thank Gamil.” 
We stared off, D’abel’s jaw clenching. I’d told him what happened, of course. As soon as the sun rose and we’d survived the night. I tried to pull him towards the maw of lava pouring into the sea, but he’d resisted. There had been hundreds of fiends, and we’d barely cleared the area surrounding the pub by morning. His brother had been chained for hundreds of years. He could wait another day. It was fear hiding behind common sense, and I’d caved to it. 
Not anymore though. The human corpses had been fed to the sea, and the auf had all disintegrated into piles of soil, sand, and seafoam.
“They did it for you,” he reasoned. “Surely no thanks are needed. I would much prefer to eat them than thank them.”
It was my turn to pet him, brushing my fingers down his chest as I combed his perfectly straight white hair. His scales were raised and rough under my fingers like hackles.
“Go,” I told him. “And no eating meddlesome gods. I’ll get breakfast for us both, then come find you.”
I stopped by the pub and greeted Dafydd. He was trembling and had cut himself more than once as he chopped vegetables, but hummed and smiled as if it was a beautiful, peaceful morning. I frowned as he whipped up four omelettes filled with chunky mushrooms, carrots, onions, and spinach.
We’d found him trapped inside the walk-in fridge while two fiends writhed on the kitchen tiles the morning after the fight. He’d latched onto me, insisting that he owed me his life. I tried to soothe him, but D’abel told me it was a product of my glamour. The cook felt a sense of loyalty so strong that it had stitched his spirit to mine. My very own Renfield. It was an uncomfortable thought, and I didn’t have the bandwidth to examine it just yet.
Omelettes stacked neatly in a paper bag, I picked my way down the damp and sandy trail to that little sliver of beach. I wasn’t surprised when I found Gamil crushed against the cliffs, D’abel’s mouth unhinged as he pressed his elbow into their neck. His tail lashed the sand, spraying grit across the lava flow that was still glowing red on the inside. Tsemkhoa hadn’t woken up yet, nor had anyone unbound his arms.
“I brought breakfast,” I said, waving the bag. D’abel licked his tongue back into his mouth, shoving off Gamil as he pointed a claw in their face.
“You must tell her,” he hissed at the deity.
I sat down on a rock–making sure it wasn’t a dollop of cooling lava, of course–and waved my bag of breakfast at them.
“Is it a matter of life or death?” I asked, brow piqued.
“No,” Gamil said easily. We both turned to D’abel.
“No,” he ground out. He huffed through his nose, loosening his shoulders. “But it is important.”
“Time sensitive?”
“No,” he admitted reluctantly.
“Then tell me later. I’m starving and I can’t take anymore surprises right now.”
Gamil brushed their chest with their newly minted arms as if they were wearing clothing, watching D’abel warily as they made their way over to my rock. I sat the paper to-go boxes on the sand and placed a fork in each one. I’d hoped that Tsemkhoa would be awake, but instead put two omelettes in front of D’abel.
“Ah, infancy for breakfast and wooden utensils,” Gamil said, sitting down opposite me. “We appreciate that you’ve taken our bodily safety into account. Come, D’abeloloa. Such a delicious breakfast and a thoughtful wife.”
D’abel watched the back of Gamil’s head, calculating how many ways he might try to kill them. He joined us with hesitation, tail winding around my knee. Once he was settled, I glanced up at Tsemkhoa. His scales were charred and powdery, as black as coal. The iron chains around his arms barely held together the remnants of bone and crackling where his scales peeled and curled away from sizzling fat. He smelled like meat…
“He will need the same treatment,” Gamil said nonchalantly, glancing between us as they chewed. “Someone to exchange blood with.”
I looked at the back of my hand where rusty nails had bitten into my skin. There were no scars or scabs now, but I knew exactly where they’d been. “You mean me.”
D’abel’s tail squeezed my knee. Whatever anger he directed at Gamil, it didn’t extend to his brother. He looked at the other b’adruokh out of the peripupil of one eye with a crease in his brow.
“I owe my brother a sliver of relief after centuries of torture.”
I jammed a big bite of omelette into my mouth, peevish about the pressure campaign even if I’d already considered what he was hinting at. “Are you sure you want to share me like that? I only have so much of the red stuff.” 
“Gods are the greedy ones, fyxen,” Gamil said with a smirk. Their tone was teasing, but held a sharp edge. “Elementals, though. They share everything, don’t they, D’abeloloa? Water falls from the skies and volcanoes rage deep within the oceans. The earth mixes to make mud and glass. Mingling is in your nature. Admit it.”
“I would gladly share myn chalis’ gifts with my brother,” D’abel bristled. “They are hers to give as she pleases. Freely. Without mischief.”
“Easy to say when you’ve already been bound, isn’t it? Blood for me, not for thee.” 
D’abel’s jaw split open, his teeth secreting venom as his scales lifted. His tail whipped off my leg and thrashed through the surf as little spines like knife points split through his tail’s ridge. He was going to expand into his spirit and chase Gamil down until he really did eat them. 
I grabbed a fistful of D’abel’s hair and tugged hard. He winced, the sharp points on his spine retracted, and that dangerous hiss turned into a low, simmering growl. His split tongue snuck from his mouth and wrapped around my wrist, leaving an ache low in my belly.
“That’s enough.”
“Yes, mine Tessa.”
“Of course,” Gamil agreed, palms in the air. I squinted at them.
“Whatever you did, D’abel is probably right to be angry.” 
Gamil grinned, licking one of their cat-like fangs. “He is, yes.”
“Is it going to hurt people?” 
“We vow that it will not.” 
“Then save the schoolyard drama for another time.” 
I stood up and rolled my shoulders, pushing my wet sleeves up my forearms. Tsemkhoa’s blackened hair swam across the surface of the lava without burning. He was a black ember, oblivious to the world. 
Maybe gods were greedy, but so was I. One b’adruokh was a force of nature, but two? Maybe more?
We really might be able to save the world from this mess.
“We triggered the apocalypse, so it’s our job to end it,” I told them. “Which means it’s time to wake up another badrock.”
 




Epilogue
“She is sleeping?” we asked, breathing in the scent of sex off D’abel’s chest. We wanted to lick his scales where smears of her taste still glistened from wandering, desperate hands. Mortals needed validation of life after something so traumatic, so the afterglow tasted particularly delicious. We glimpsed flashes of our Tessa as the b’adruokh approached. A swollen mouth, quivering thighs, the sensation of our fingers deep inside her cunt. 
Oh. No, that was a tail. We glanced at D’abel’s fingers to find all his claws intact. 
The snake rearranged his tongue and fangs, crossing his arms like he hadn’t just spilled his seed inside our wife and was feeling smug about it. 
“She agreed to your bride price without knowing,” he clipped. 
“Just as she agreed to your oath without knowing.”
“This is different.”
“How?”
D’abeloloa trained his fury on us and we soaked up the power of his unchained spirit like sunshine after years in the dark. The b’adruokh had always been the most powerful of meals, but now there was an edge of something more. 
“I would have told her if I’d had the words. I did tell her,” he hissed. “And I was dying. You were not.”
“No,” we agreed, the mirth wiped from our face. “But both of you might have. The bride price was not only the lightbringer, S’ba.”
We looked further down the grey beach, rain still falling in cold sheets that depressed the waves and obscured the coastline. Tsemkhoa was as still as a dying campfire, the rain tempering the hot glow of his fiery vessel. 
But at some point that morning, his head had turned towards the sky. Lips parted to take in stray droplets of water. Or perhaps hoping that by some miracle, droplets of fresh blood would slide down his throat again.
D’abel exhaled next to us and we swallowed down a sense of our own shame. It wasn’t delicious at all when it was our own feeling, but something squirming and uncomfortable that settled like tar in our stomach. 
“Your brother is the price we pay to you, D’abeloloa. For the hunger that toppled everything a lifetime ago.”
The b’adruokh snorted. “I’m not your bride, godling.” 
“Why not? Or maybe we could be your bride.” We winked at him. “You did threaten to eat us when we looked like our Tessa, did you not? What could you possibly love more than two of her luscious mouths.”
D’abel’s chest rumbled with interest.
“Enough,” he snapped. We held up our hands, enjoying the shot of lust like it was alcohol straight to our veins. 
“Yes, yes, fine, fine,” we sighed. 
We crossed our arms, mirroring D’abel as we both stared at Tsemkhoa. We looked down at our hands and found D’abel’s hands. Felt the weight of his tail sway behind us. Silken tendrils of moonsilver hair cascaded down our back. Our ters jumped at the thought of where it had recently made home. 
But more than that, we smiled breathlessly, eyes glittering at the sleeping fire elemental stuck in his throne. D’abel did not wish to see himself. His thoughts were always with our Tessa.
Tsemkhoa, on the other hand… 
“Your brother better not bring his shit attitude with him when he awakens,” we purred, pressing D’abel’s split tongue into our fang with glee. “Tessa likes her husbands flirtatious, after all. It balances out her frosty temperament.”
 




Note To My Readers
I need to give a very big thank you to Katie O’Neil, who gave me extensive feedback on the Welsh accent and language for this book. She brought characters like Owena and Dafydd to life. It was such a gift to have her input.
What about the rest of the series?
There is so much more in store for Tessa and her mates. Gruesome trials but deliciously spicy times too.  I hope you stick around for the next book in the series, which will focus heavily on Gamil.
How did they end up stuck on Earth?
What did they do to get S’ba?
Will they mimic Tessa during spicy times too like they threatened?
I mean, isn’t the answer obvious? 😉
xx Etta
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