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  Dedication
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  Prologue

  
  




The world was silent but for the faint sounds of rocks cracking and shifting in the giant ceiling above the city. The limestone roof stretched from one horizon to the next. Stalactites the size of mountains descended towards the Earth. Each threatened to crush everything below it, but in the history of this realm, none ever had.

From the ground, human-made buildings and skyscrapers, some as high as fifty storeys, rose to meet them. The city was empty of people but filled with their stuff—cars and trams, shops, cafes, and bars.

But there was something else here that wasn’t human-made. A strange green mist that glowed and floated six feet off the ground. This mist wasn’t composed of water vapour, but rather, threads and strings filled with life itself. Each strand was a different size, and twisted around others. At one end was the moment of birth. At the other end, the moment of death. And between birth and death were events—some good, others not. Within the mist were the fates and destinies of every man, woman, and child who’d ever lived and died.

Its caretakers, the goddesses of fate, the Moirai, called the mist their tapestry, and today they knew something was wrong with it.

The youngest of the three Moirai, Clotho, created a new thread from her spindle. She passed this thread to her elder sister, Lachesis, who appeared as a woman in her late forties. Lachesis threaded it into her needle and wove it up and into the mist. Each subtle movement determined the life events the person would experience before Atropos, the eldest of the three sisters, severed the thread and ended this person’s life and fate.

Even as Atropos used her scissors to end one, Clotho was already creating the next. And for the first time in several thousand years, she found Lachesis not ready when she handed her the new thread.

“Sister?” Clotho said, unsure of herself, but Lachesis’s eyes were fixed on the tapestry above them. Confused, Clotho offered the strand a second time. This time Lachesis took it and threaded it through her needle, and then Clotho noticed the imbalance in the tapestry herself.

It should have been filled with a soft glow from the threads brushing against each other. Instead, it was dark, and light flashed angrily within, like a storm cloud.

The goddesses peered deeper into their substance and spotted something that shouldn’t have been there. “The Star of Fate,” the Moirai said in unison.

The three goddesses felt a thrill of excitement. For millennia they had woven the fates of men and women into the tapestry. Guided and shaped their mortal lives. Facilitated the force of destiny for others to enjoy.

The Star was part of their destiny. Change was coming.

“They come!” Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos said together. “The three for whom we have waited have come. Rejoice, rejoice, rejoice, for they are near.”

They smiled at each other. After thousands of years, change was coming, and they were ready for it. At least they thought they were—until they noticed the girl.

The sixteen-year-old stood at the other end of the street. Beautiful and shy, she had long dark hair that spilled over a white robe covering her caramel-coloured skin. Her brown eyes, haunted and wary, moved from one goddess to the next.

 “One watches,” Lachesis said, pointing to her. When the girl realised she’d been noticed, she took a step back in fear. 

Who was she? they wondered. How had she entered their realm?

Lachesis frowned. The thread within her needle, the same fate that she was weaving right now, it belonged to her—Shilpy Chopra. The girl’s name was Shilpy Chopra.

Atropos reached across with her scissors. “I have her.”

“No, please no,” Shilpy whimpered.

“Wait!” Lachesis cried. She made a grab for her sister’s long and merciless scissors but wasn’t quick enough. The word echoed through the empty streets around them. It bounced off buildings, through alleyways, and from the rock canopy above their heads.

The girl disappeared and the silver thread, not yet fully woven into the tapestry, dangled limply in the air from Lachesis’s needle. The goddess’s bony fist tightened around the newly severed thread. The crow’s feet about her eyes deepened as she stared at her older sister.

“All must die.” Atropos’s ancient, unforgiving voice said. She extended a wrinkled hand. “I have fulfilled my purpose. Hand me the next.”

“Sisters,” Lachesis said, showing them the half-woven fate, “this one is our herald.”

Atropos, stony-faced, scowled. It didn’t matter to her. The task had been completed. She had fulfilled her purpose, no matter the cost. But a moment later, her face changed. The scowl slipped away to be replaced with a frown of worry.

Both Lachesis and Clotho turned and spotted a dark shape forming in the tapestry. Something was moving inside the mist. An inky-black shadow. It spread from one thread to the next, corrupting each one. The shadow grew larger. An entire patch of the tapestry was black.

“What is that?” Clotho asked.

Atropos reached out her hand and closed her eyes, trying to sense the true nature of the thing. “It is not death. It is something else. A sickness of some kind.”

“It is no traditional plague. Something otherworldly,” Lachesis said, reaching out as well.

“Can the herald stop it?” Clotho asked.

“No, but the avatars might. If the herald can warn them, they might do what is needed.”

Lachesis deftly wove what remained of the silver thread in among the others. With each twist and turn a new event unfolded.

“The fate is not long enough,” Lachesis said with finality. Clotho and Atropos frowned.

“Is there another?” Atropos asked.

“There is not. Only she possesses the gifts necessary to hear our instructions.”

“How did she enter our realm?” Atropos asked, severing the next thread.

Lachesis pinched the thread, and the world around them vanished. The three goddesses stood above Shilpy Chopra, who was naked and kneeling on a tatami mat in some sort of sweat tent. An older woman with eager eyes and a cruel, turned-down mouth kneeled across from her. Shilpy was weeping, and the older woman reached over to comfort her.

 “They call it the Ritual of Seers,” Lachesis said. She ran her hand over a brazier filled with strange vegetation. The coals within still glowed red. “It has awakened the girl’s sight. Allowed her to see us.”

The two women began arguing. Their words were not of interest to the goddesses, who were far more interested in the big picture. All three could sense what was to come. A single event would drive the fate of these two women in different directions, and scar each for life, but in different ways.

“She does not die here, then.” Clotho circled the two women.

Lachesis ran her fingers over Shilpy’s thread. “There is time. We may make use of this one yet.”

“What will become of us if she does not complete her mission?” Clotho asked.

Lachesis waved her hand. The tent vanished and they stood once more in their own realm. Except now, instead of standing in the centre of a road surrounded by a city and cars, they stood among rubble and destruction.

Buildings had fallen, leaving behind ruins of stone, steel, and glass. Trees and vehicles were buried under layer upon layer of rock. The cave ceiling was no longer visible above the mist floating above, now pitch black.

Clotho backed away from the vision, shaking her head from side to side. Even though she had summoned the image, Lachesis winced. Only Atropos witnessed the destruction without emotion.

“All things die. Even us,” she said. “It is the way of things.”

Clotho shook her head again. “Our death needn’t come so soon. The herald must meet with the avatars before her death. She must complete her mission.”

“You would change her fate?” Atropos glared at her sister. “We are goddesses of order. If we disrupt the tapestry there will be consequences.”

“We have no choice,” Clotho replied. “Otherwise, her life will end before she meets them.”

“Her fate is mapped out, but it must change. We cannot allow her to die until she finishes her task,” Lachesis said.

Atropos closed her eyes and sighed. “Very well. But soon after that.”

Clotho nodded, and then turned to Lachesis. “What must we do?”

Lachesis looked from her younger sister to her elder. She took a deep breath, and her fingers tightened around the final part of the silver thread.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Five years later.




In the past month, Shilpy had visited nearly a dozen fortune tellers. Madame Jessica’s inner sanctum was the first to make her nervous.

On the surface, the small shop appeared safe enough. The shades were drawn, and the only light came from several candles placed around the room. Air a few degrees too warm blasted from a small heater in the corner and wrapped itself around her like an unwelcome blanket. Lengths of blue and black velvet and cotton decorated the space. They lay strategically over the walls, windows, and a chest of drawers. The room reminded Shilpy of some fairy-tale underwater lair.

The old woman greeting her wore a long-sleeved purple tunic, and on her ample chest rested several beads and necklaces with avant-garde symbols from Asia. She brushed a stray lock of brown hair from her powdered and wrinkled face. The movement drew Shilpy’s eyes to a ring around the woman’s long, crooked finger. Attached to the ring was a chain to a Kundan style Indian bracelet. Possibly a cheap knock-off uncovered in a Sydney market.

It looked as though each item of clothing and jewellery had been selected to affect an exotic and mysterious air. Being Indian-Australian, Shilpy wasn’t impressed by the references to her native country. She wore a Led Zeppelin T-shirt and a pair of jeans. She’d never worn a sari.

The room and the woman’s clothing were consistent with every other mystic shop Shilpy had visited in recent weeks, although this one was slightly more on the tacky side. Why then did she feel so on edge? Could it be the curse?

The older woman raised her eyebrows and gazed arrogantly at Shilpy. “I am Madame Jessica,” she said, by way of lofty introduction.

“Pleased to meet you. My name is Lakshmi Arturi,” Shilpy lied.

Madame Jessica led her customer to a round table in the centre of the room. It was shrouded with a royal-blue cloth, the same shade as the silks against the wall, but this material was embroidered with golden thread in the images of moons and stars. Decorating the table were an assortment of charms, a small candle burned down to the nub, and a deck of tarot cards.

Upon seeing the cards, Shilpy lost interest in everything else in the room. The image of an impossibly beautiful porcelain-skinned woman adorned the back of each card. Her arms and legs were spread wide, and it looked as if she were floating on top of a black pond or through space. She wore a black-and-blue dress, which was also decorated with moons and stars. The dress merged seamlessly with the image of the night sky behind her.

Shilpy tried not to gape at the image. Her legs went weak, and it took all her willpower to settle into the offered chair instead of fleeing.

Everything about the woman on the cards was intimately familiar. During her teenage years, Shilpy had stared up at those features each night and prostrated herself in prayer the following morning. The woman was Nyx, goddess of night.

Madame Jessica’s attention remained on the cards. Each danced back and forth through the deck beneath deft hands. Shilpy looked again at the older woman. Her face wasn’t familiar, so there was a chance that the image on the backs of the cards was a coincidence. If it wasn’t, then Madame Jessica was a sister of Keres Ter Nyx, the cult that Shilpy had been hiding from for the last five years.

Either way, she had to get out of here.

Madame Jessica eyed her customer up and down. “What is it you seek, Ms Arturi?”

Shilpy pushed the panic down into her stomach. “My boyfriend,” she said, trying to keep her voice light while rushing to think on her feet. “I wish to know if he is the one.” Lame, but the best she could come up with at such short notice.

“Tell me of this man you love,” Madame Jessica said, smiling.

Shilpy looked away. “We’ve been together nearly a year. We just moved into the same flat. He treats me well—”

“But?”

“He’s a mystery. There’s so much he won’t tell me.”

The statement was true, but she felt uncomfortable giving it voice. It felt like a betrayal to speak about such a petty concern.

“You suspect this man has secrets. Do you keep secrets from him?”

Secrets? Yes, there were many secrets she kept from Dusk and the world. Things she believed had been left behind: the curse, the cult that raised her, and the sister she hadn’t seen in five years.

The dreams restarted a month ago. They haunted her sleep every night. Like clockwork she woke screaming at 3:13 in the morning. It had become unbearable, and she’d started looking for help from the only people who might understand her condition. She’d never imagined it would lead her back to Keres Ter Nyx.

She swallowed the fear and placed both hands on her lap. I’m normal. No reason to be afraid, she thought.

Madame Jessica was still shuffling. It seemed she was taking a lot longer than she needed. The psychic was chatty and nosy in a passive-aggressive kind of way. Strange. Most of the psychics Shilpy had met over the past few weeks were quick to show off their skills. They didn’t waste time on idle chit-chat. Was the older woman stalling?

Shilpy shrugged in answer to Madame Jessica’s question, her gaze flicking back and forth around the room, eying the exits.

“I can see many things, young Lakshmi. I can see what will happen to you and this man you love, I can see if he stands the test of time, I can see if he will marry you, or father your children, I can see if he will stand over your grave or if you will stand over his, but I can also see that the question you asked isn’t why you came here.”

Shilpy swallowed but continued to play dumb. “I don’t know that I believe in soulmates. I’m not perfect. No one is. But I see the way other women stare at him. I’m hoping you can use your sight and give me some assurance it will last.”

Madame Jessica tittered. “I see many things, but I also hear things. My visions aren’t my only source of information. The world of fortune telling and psychics is smaller than you might think.”

Every muscle in Shilpy’s shoulders tensed. She knows. Of course she knows.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking—”

“I’ve heard that a young Indian woman has been calling on many of my colleagues. Some she visited even possess legitimate power. This girl claims she has talents that allow her to see things, although she regards these abilities as more of a curse than a gift. She asked each person she visited the same questions.”

“Hmm,” Shilpy said, her voice strained. The smile on Madame Jessica’s face was unnerving.

“She wanted to know if there was a cure? Can the visions be controlled? Can she stop herself from going mad?”

Shilpy’s hands balled into tight fists beneath the table.

“I’m yet to meet this young woman,” Madame Jessica continued airily, “but I have sisters who can answer her questions and offer her what she seeks. My sisters and I need her.”

“I hope you meet her one day,” Shilpy said tersely. “I assure you, I’m only interested in my boyfriend.”

“Shilpy, I knew who you were the moment you walked through the door.” 

Shilpy sighed at the mention of her real name, and Madame Jessica’s smile grew a little wider. There was no need to reply. The two women locked eyes, and the silence built between them.

Madame Jessica seized and threw the crystal ball just as Shilpy flipped the table towards her. The orb flew over Shilpy’s head while the table crashed to the ground. Its former contents scattered around the room. Madame Jessica was surprisingly spry for someone of her age. She leaped away from the table before it hit the ground and then took an additional step back, balancing on the balls of her feet.

She could fight. Not good.

“I knew it,” Madame Jessica said.

“I assume you’ve called for backup.” All pretence gone, Shilpy lowered her centre of balance, waiting for the older woman to make a move.

“I assumed you’d grown up. Shilpy, it doesn’t have to be this way. I wasn’t lying when I said we wanted you back.”

If Shilpy hadn’t been so terrified, she might have burst out laughing at the lie. She’d escaped the Keres Ter Nyx, the daughters of Nyx, the same night she’d completed the Ritual of Seers. The night her curse became known to the cult. The night Angela Wick, the cult’s leader, tried to kill her. She’d survived the struggle and fled, leaving Angela lying half-dead behind her.

“You don’t need me back,” she said, stepping over several trinkets and moving towards the door. Madame Jessica blocked her.

“The Keres Ter Nyx are at war,” the older woman replied.

Shilpy wet her lips with her tongue. “That has nothing to do with me. I have a life now. A normal, boring, safe, ordinary life.”

They circled each other around the room. Madame Jessica’s steps were slow and deliberate. Without warning, she advanced and threw a punch. Shilpy barely had time to avoid it. The woman was fast. Shilpy expected her to strike again, but Madame Jessica retreated and returned to circling the room.

“Your sisters are dying. Children are dying. Our opponents summon nightmares using dark magic.”

“Magic?” Shilpy scoffed. In the five years since fleeing the Keres Ter Nyx, she’d forgotten how crazy they sounded. But she couldn’t ignore the desperation in Madame Jessica’s voice.

“I know how that sounds,” Madame Jessica said. “It doesn’t matter what you believe. Your mother and sisters need you.”

“Angela Wick isn’t my mother.” Shilpy couldn’t keep the venom from her voice. “She and her predecessors took me from my real mother.”

Madame Jessica shook her head. “Your real mother was unwell. We took you in when no one else would. We gave you a family. Adopted you into our sisterhood.”

In one smooth movement, Madame Jessica seized a ceremonial dagger previously hidden behind some candles. The blade was slightly longer than a butcher’s knife and made of bronze. Not the toughest of metals, but sharp enough to draw blood, or kill if needed.

Shilpy had been trained by Angela in basic hand-to-hand: karate and a little bit of kung fu. She knew enough to hold her own in a scrap, but she fared a lot better with a weapon and had a talent for fencing and swordsmanship. Sadly, the only weapon within reach was her half-empty handbag. She swung it around in a circle next to her body.

“Sister—”

“You aren’t my sister,” said Shilpy. “None of you are.”

“What about Aaliyah? You were both born from the same woman.”

 Shilpy faltered. “Don’t bring her into this.” She locked her gaze on the blade and considered her options. Charging her opponent would probably lead to a stomach full of bronze. And attempting to make a dash for the door would leave her back exposed. She had to do something, otherwise Madame Jessica would wait her out. Shilpy had to assume that more sisters were on their way. If she was still here when they arrived, it would all be over.

“Aaliyah misses you. She fights on the front lines. Will you abandon her too?”

Shilpy frowned and tried to drown out the chatter and distractions. Wait. What’s that? Smoke.

One of the candles had rolled along the floor and found a home next to the wall. A thin black wisp snaked its way up into the air from the singed edge of the tablecloth. The flame was still small and by no means a threat, but it gave Shilpy an idea.

It didn’t take long for Madame Jessica to notice the smell. She wrinkled her nose and glanced from one side of the room to the other. Shilpy seized the moment of distraction. She backed into the wall and snatched one of the lit candles.

Madame Jessica followed with a hesitant step. Her gaze fixed on the candle. 

“Aaliyah made her choice, and I made mine,” Shilpy said. “I won’t let you tear my life down and pull me away from the people I love. Not again.” She brushed the candle underneath the velvet drapes. Flames latched onto them and moved slowly up towards the roof.

“You bitch!” The older woman leaped at Shilpy, who scrambled away, half expecting to be followed. But Madame Jessica pulled at the drapes while trying to avoid the flames creeping up their sides. She cried out in triumph when they finally tumbled to the ground. Using her foot, she nudged the burning cloth towards the centre of the room.

The woman’s distraction had bought Shilpy a precious few seconds. Reaching the door, she grasped the doorknob with both hands and twisted it this way and that. It was locked. 

Sensing someone behind her, Shilpy spun. Madame Jessica lunged at her with the bronze blade. Shilpy ducked, narrowly avoiding having her throat slit. Madame Jessica’s foot connected with Shilpy’s side, but the younger woman quickly rolled out of the way. 

As the psychic closed the distance again, Shilpy swung her bag around. Madame Jessica avoided the blow without difficulty and spun on her feet before raising the blade again.

It had been too long since Shilpy trained for a fight, let alone been in one. The muscle memory from countless hours of training was still there but felt sluggish, slow.

Fortunately, what she lacked in recent training she compensated for with youth. Madame Jessica might be fast, but she was out of breath.

Madame Jessica feinted a swipe with the blade, but Shilpy easily avoided it by retreating half a step. Her back was to the wall again, but not in a good way. Smoke filled the room, sending Madame Jessica into a coughing fit.

The older woman charged, swinging the knife overhead wildly. Shilpy dodged, avoiding the blade as it sang through the air. Madame Jessica stabbed again, but Shilpy blocked the blow with her handbag and swept the older woman’s legs out from under her. The psychic toppled to the ground and landed heavily on the burning pile of material. The fire lacked any real heat but was hot enough to singe her clothes.

Shilpy struck her across the jaw with her fist, and the dagger clattered away. Then she gripped Madame Jessica by the hair and rammed her head into the floor. At last, her body went limp.

Shilpy rummaged through the woman’s clothes until she located the keys to the door. Less than a minute later, she dashed out of the shop and down the street with tears streaming down her face.

When she reached the corner, she noticed a van turn into the opposite end of the street. It screeched to a halt in front of Madame Jessica’s shop. Shilpy slipped into a side street and took refuge in someone’s backyard. She hunted through her bag and retrieved her phone.

Denise answered on the fourth ring.

“Hello?”

“Denise.”

“Hi, Shilps. Listen, I’m at work. I can’t—”

“Denise, they found me.”

There was a pause at the other end of the line. The silence went on so long that for a moment, Shilpy worried the call had been disconnected.

“Where are you? I’ll be right there.”
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Shilpy sprinted along the sidewalk. She had to get off the street. The sisters would see her for sure. She turned a corner and shot into a suburban area. To her right were four townhouses. Each connected to the next. On her left was a wooden fence, but the owners had allowed a hedge to grow over the top, making it impossible to climb.

If only she could find a shop or something with a garden. Somewhere she could hide. The sisters were behind her. Had they seen her? She wasn’t sure, but she didn’t dare look back. Where was Denise?

Before running, Shilpy had spotted at least four women climbing out of the van in front of Madame Jessica’s, but it was hard to tell if the driver had been one of them. They would be looking and wouldn’t stop until they found her.

She’d barely escaped Madame Jessica’s. And that had been a one-on-one fight with a woman twice her age. The four from the van would be young and well trained. If they caught up to her, she wouldn’t stand a chance.

At last, she saw a home with a climbable fence. Shilpy ran as hard as she could and slammed her body against the planks. She glanced behind her. The street was nearly empty. No sign of the Keres Ter Nyx.

She lifted herself up. Her legs banged against the wood and she slid over, scraping her belly against the top. Wincing, she all but fell over into the backyard. She landed hard on a narrow concrete path separating the fence from the house. Shilpy rolled onto her back and stared up at the blue sky while trying to catch her breath.

God, I hope these people don’t own a dog.

If the Keres Ter Nyx managed to find her, Angela would either kill her or, worse, return her to the flats.

She remembered the last time she’d been at the flats in vivid detail. The smell of burning canvas and flesh. Angela’s body, blackened and disfigured, twitching on the ground. The sweat tent in which they’d performed the ritual disappearing in flames.

Shilpy had fled to the sound of Angela screaming. Screaming in agony, yes, but also in rage. Angela Wick wasn’t the kind to forget a slight, and Shilpy had nearly killed her. If she didn’t murder her on sight, then there would certainly be some sort of penance to be paid.

And even if there was no punishment, her freedom and everything she’d built over the last few years, including her relationship with Dusk, would be stolen.

They would put her at the centre of whatever strange war they were raging. It’s what they’d done to her mother and sister. They’d dictate how to dress, when to eat, when to bathe, when to sleep, and even whom to have sexual relations with. She would become a weapon to achieve the Keres Ter Nyx’s goals, and that would be the best she could hope for.

Shilpy checked her phone. There was a message from Denise.

Where are you?

Using the location service on her mobile, she found the street she was on and texted the address to Denise.

Nothing to do but wait.

Expelled from the Keres Ter Nyx about eight years ago, Denise was like Shilpy, but without the accursed visions.

The fact that she’d grown up in a cult wasn’t the sort of thing Shilpy could just tell people. Because Denise was someone else who’d been there, someone who’d lived through it, they had their own kind of sisterhood.

A vehicle drove past on the other side of the fence. It could have been a car or a van. Shilpy hugged her knees to her chest and waited.

Several agonising minutes later, her phone finally beeped. She jogged down the path to the gate, let herself out, and dashed to Denise’s small blue Toyota.

“Quick,” Denise said. Shilpy dove into the back seat and slammed the door behind her.

“I’m in.”

Denise gunned the engine, and they took off. “They’re in a white van,” Shilpy said, ducking low until she was out of view.

“I know. I saw them driving around a few streets back.”

“Did they recognise you?”

“They certainly took a good long look. How did they find you, Shilps?”

Where to begin?

Denise indicated and turned the car left. Shilpy slipped a seat belt on and tried to organise her thoughts. Denise was her best friend. The two women shared nearly everything: stories about their childhood, work, dreams, and relationships. Denise particularly enjoyed blow-by-blow descriptions of their sex lives, which was weird but fun.

This, though—this Shilpy had been holding back from her.

“I saw a psychic,” she said at last.

“You did what?” Denise stiffened. The pitch of her voice rose. “You know the Keres Ter Nyx believe in all that crap. Half the charlatans in Sydney are probably sisters. Why would you do something so risky?”

“I’ve been having dreams. No, not dreams. Visions of things that haven’t happened yet.”

“You’ve seen the future in your sleep?” Denise turned away from the road and stared at her incredulously. Shilpy shuddered. It was that reaction, the look that Denise was giving her now, that she’d been trying to avoid. Still, she’d come this far. She might as well tell her everything.

“Not just when I’m asleep.”

“Holy shit,” Denise replied. The conversation paused for a moment as Denise turned the car onto the main road and weaved in and around a few cars. She stopped at a traffic light and leaned forward, scanning the road in front and behind her. “I think we lost them,” she said.

“Thank God, and thank you.” With a sigh, Shilpy pulled herself back up and into a sitting position.

“OK, I have to get my head around this. Visions. Like divine visions bestowed upon the blessed? You’re not saying you’re blessed, are you?”

Blessed. A hateful word used to describe the highest among the Keres Ter Nyx. Those “lucky” men and women upon whom the gods and goddesses bestowed abilities. In Angela’s stories, Hercules, Fionn mac Cumhaill, the Pandava brothers, Achilles, Maui, and Calypso were among the blessed.

“Maybe.” Shilpy shifted in her seat.

“You’re having me on. The blessed are just stories. Like angels or vampires.”

“My mother was Aanya Chopra,” Shilpy said. 

“Aanya . . . I remember reading about her.” Denise leaned back and whistled. “Wasn’t she—”

“The one they called the oracle, yes.”

Before being expelled from the Keres Ter Nyx, Denise had trained to be a scholar. Had she continued her studies, she might have become a teacher of the Keres Ter Nyx’s beliefs and dogma. Although she was younger than Shilpy had been when she left, she knew more about the family and their history than Shilpy.

“So that story that the blessed could pass on their gifts through the bloodline . . .” Denise said.

“They killed her,” Shilpy said.

Denise gaped at her. “Are you sure?”

“I can’t know for certain, but . . .” She didn’t know what else to say. Shilpy had hidden the curse from the world for so long she found it difficult to get the words out. Regular people would think she was crazy. Even Denise was looking at her with a degree of uncertainty.

They both fell silent. The light changed and they slipped into the traffic. They drove for nearly fifteen minutes without a word. Finally, Denise pulled into a familiar street and found a parking spot a short distance from one of their favourite cafes.

The Morning Brew’s lunchtime crowd was shuffling back to work. It was still busy, but Shilpy and Denise found a table outside, next to a narrow street. They ordered and were served shortly after.

Shilpy’s hands shook, causing a small amount of coffee to spill from the mug onto the saucer before she could take her first sip. The cafe was far from Balmain and Madame Jessica. Still, Shilpy felt exposed, and would rather have been sitting inside.

Between the surrounding patrons and the noise from passing cars, they had to raise their voices to hear each other.

“The Ritual of Seers didn’t actually give you visions, did it?” Denise asked.

Shilpy shook her head. “My visions started several years before the ritual. Ma told me to keep what I saw secret from everyone. I didn’t even tell Aaliyah.”

“What sort of things did you . . . sorry, do you see?”

“Most of my visions are pretty mundane. Day-to-day stuff. Except . . .”

“Except what?”

“During the Ritual of Seers, I saw something . . . different.”

“Different, how?”

“Just, different.” Shilpy watched the cars driving past. When she thought back to that night, sometimes she wasn’t sure what it was she’d seen. She’d never felt comfortable talking about what she didn’t understand. “Some days it’s difficult to tell the past from the future. My memories become a muddle, mixed up with other things. My visions disappeared several years ago, but a month back they returned. Ever since then, I’ve felt like I’m walking through fog.”

“Shilps.” Denise took her hand. “You should have told me.” Shilpy couldn’t meet her friend’s eye. She could feel Denise watching her.  “Did you find out anything useful from Madame Jessica after all that?” her friend asked.

Shilpy snorted. “No.” Then she frowned. “Although, Madame Jessica said the Keres Ter Nyx are at war.”

“War?” Denise frowned. “With who?”

“I don’t know. She said they needed me to help fight.”

“You can’t.”

“I don’t intend to. They can all rot as far as I’m concerned. Their war has nothing to do with me. I have my own life now. It’s just . . . Madame Jessica said something weird—”

“Weird, like more weird than you being blessed and the Keres Ter Nyx at war?”

Shilpy searched for the right words, but there were none. There was no way of sugar-coating the message. No way of making it sound not crazy.

“She said their enemies had killed a lot of our sisters using dark magic.”

“Magic?”

“Crazy, huh.”

“Maybe. Remember, I didn’t think seers were real until an hour ago.” Denise pulled at the blue jewels hanging from her ears. Shilpy knew that look, and her friend, well enough to guess what she was thinking about.

“I’m sure Sarah is alright.”

Denise nodded, but her face remained grim. Sarah was Denise’s real sister, and like Shilpy’s sister, she hadn’t escaped the cult. She remained a true believer and hadn’t spoken with Denise since her exile.

“You could try calling her,” Shilpy suggested.

“Sarah wouldn’t answer. She never does. Belief trumps blood when it comes to sisterhood, I guess.” Denise tossed her head and took a deep breath, composing herself. “This is about you, not her. You were saying you visited these psychics to discover a cure.”

“A way of controlling it.”

“Controlling it?”

“I’m tired of having visions at all hours of the day and night. I just . . .” Shilpy sighed. “I just want to be normal.”

“Too late,” Denise said with a chuckle. “Listen, even if you locate someone with the same powers as you, what makes you think they can cure you?”

“I have to try.”

Denise’s face twisted into a reproachful look. “Try somewhere else, try something else, unless you want the Keres Ter Nyx to lock you up. Even if you’re right, they’ll be looking for you now. This morning was too close a call. You can’t play hide-and-sneak forever.”

Shilpy knew she was right, but Denise couldn’t understand what it was like to live with this curse. It was like a living nightmare—never knowing when the next episode might come, avoiding people in case someone saw her mid-vision.

The last months had been torture, and if she’d known the risks when she first visited the fortune tellers, she would have gone ahead anyway. Yes, it was risky, but what was the alternative?

Denise offered an encouraging smile, and Shilpy smiled back. After keeping this secret for so many years, feeling as though she’d become an outcast or locked up if anyone found out, it was a relief for Shilpy to finally confess and receive not judgement but a smile.

Before Shilpy could say anything more, Denise’s phone buzzed to life on the table. “It’s Thomas,” she said. Denise took a deep breath, and when she answered, her demeanour became light and playful. “Hi, Tom-Tom,” she said, putting a finger in her other ear.

“I’m hanging with my girl Shilps. Why? What are you doing?” she asked, becoming exaggeratedly flirtatious. “The Morning Brew. Yes, the noisy one. Okay, see you in a minute.”

She hung up and sighed. “He can’t live without me.” Denise pulled a small hand mirror from her bag. After quickly scanning her appearance, she gave the mirror a short, satisfied nod and closed it.

Shilpy chuckled to herself. Denise made light of her boyfriends. Rarely did she take any seriously, usually referring to them by some vaguely insulting or teasing names, but she always put in the effort to look her best when they were around.

This one, Thomas, was new. He’d been on the scene for a few months, and Denise had warned Shilpy not to lend him any money. “He’s fun, but not very reliable.” Shilpy had rolled her eyes at the time but had since then come to much the same conclusion. He was great for a party, but not the sort of person you might want to go into business with.

After the events of the morning and the conversation that had followed, a bit of lightness would be welcome. Still, Shilpy knew it would be difficult to forget all that had happened.

“Do you ever wish you could tell Tom? About the Keres Ter Nyx, I mean?”

Denise thought about it and then shook her head. “Better to keep things from him he doesn’t need to know,” she said with a shrug.

Shilpy raised her eyebrows. “Really? Trouble in paradise?”

Denise laughed. “No, no, no, nothing like that. Thomas is . . . well, he’s Thomas. He isn’t my first boyfriend, and he won’t be my last.”

“Does he know that?”

“Yes, we had the chat. We have no illusions about what each of us is prepared to put into this. It’s healthy. We both know where we stand.”

Denise’s confidence in relationships had always been a little intimidating. She knew what she wanted and what she didn’t, and the universe could be damned if it didn’t go along with that. She’d once told Shilpy that her curiosity about the opposite sex was what had led to her expulsion from the Keres Ter Nyx. But if they hadn’t expelled her, she would have run away.

Meanwhile, Shilpy hadn’t had a clue about the males of the species until Dusk came along. Still, she felt that she and Dusk had something special. Something worth fighting for.

“I wonder if I should tell Dusk about my past.”

Denise shrugged. “Honesty is good, but sometimes a girl has to have secrets.”

Perhaps, but Shilpy felt ashamed she hadn’t trusted him with the truth. What would he think if he discovered she’d been raised by a strange cult that worshipped forgotten gods and promoted the use of “special powers”? He might start looking at her differently.

Without warning, someone grabbed Shilpy by the shoulder. She let out a scream as someone leaned down and planted a giant kiss on the side of her head.

Thomas laughed in delight. “Shilps! Still hanging with this lowlife, I see.”

It took her nearly a minute to return her breathing to its normal pace. For a moment she’d thought the Keres Ter Nyx had found her.

“Did I scare you?” he asked with a laugh. Shilpy gave him a scathing look, which he smiled his way through.

Denise’s boyfriend was tall and had long, bleached hair. He looked as if he’d just stepped off the set of a surfing movie. Today he wore an aqua-coloured shirt, carefully ironed, and deeper blue trousers, which complemented the shirt perfectly. Few of the men Shilpy and Denise knew had any sense of fashion. Thomas was the exception. Every time Shilpy saw him, he was always impeccably dressed.

Thomas must have sensed something because his smile slipped for a second. “What are you ladies talking about?” he asked, with a little more caution.

“Family,” Denise replied vaguely. “Shilpy is trying to avoid hers.”

Shilpy rolled her eyes. She couldn’t believe Denise had said that. The answer was vague, but still a little too close to the truth for her liking.

Thomas’s face split into a sexy grin again. “You’re talking to the master of avoiding people.”

“Oh, you have some experience, do you?” Shilpy asked, half joking.

“Mostly ex-girlfriends,” Denise teased.

“Ladies, do not make light of my shadowy past. I have many enemies: angry ex–business partners, underbelly mobsters, corrupt government organisations, just to name a few.”

Thomas delivered the confession with a deadpan face. Shilpy wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not.

“What did you do to earn the mistrust of so many people? Rob a bank?”

“No, a bicycle store,” he replied with a wink. Despite herself, Shilpy laughed. An image of Thomas sneaking away with a truck full of bikes rose unbidden in her mind. “In all seriousness,” he continued, “if you know anyone who can fake a passport, driver’s licence, or birth certificate, let me know.”

“I’ll ask Dusk. He’s pretty resourceful. I’m sure he could whip you up a fake ID,” Shilpy said.

“Really?”

“No.”

For a moment, Thomas looked genuinely disappointed, but then he shook his head and muttered something about “Sydney people.”

“Speaking of Dusk, are we still on for tomorrow night?” Thomas asked.

Damn! In all the chaos of the morning, Shilpy had forgotten she’d invited Denise and Thomas over for dinner. Part of her wanted to cancel and hide in the apartment, but another part of her knew that was irrational.

“Is Dusk in Melbourne again?” Denise asked.

“He’s there tonight but back tomorrow,” Shilpy replied, forcing a smile. “We’re looking forward to it.”
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The phone rang at six o’clock. Dusk was right on time. Whenever he was away, he always called at six on the dot.

“Hi, baby,” he said. Dusk had one of those deep baritone voices that made Shilpy melt. Most of the time it had the pleasant tones of Barry White, but on a dime, he could summon the authority and command of an angry Samuel L Jackson. Right now, he sounded tired.

“Big day?” she asked. “Are you making progress?”

She could almost hear him shake his head.

“As usual, Mestor is being difficult.”

“He said this would be your last job. What’s changed?”

“We finished the job, but now he’s talking about some new heirloom he wants me to find.”

Shilpy almost swore. Dusk was a consultant for a company in Melbourne. He’d been working for them before Shilpy met him, and he rarely talked about the details of his role. She knew it involved working on some sort of strategy, but he was bound by a non-disclosure agreement, so she was vague on the specifics.

He took the non-disclosure agreement seriously, and she respected that, but there were only so many one-way conversations they could have about work. Occasionally he let slip some interpersonal dramas, but they were few and far between.

He flew to Melbourne every week, and they led separate lives. When they’d moved in together two months ago, Shilpy had thought things would improve, but he spent half the week away and was rarely allowed to explain what transpired during that time.

They were both looking forward to this contract finishing so they could spend more time together.

“Why can’t he find it himself?” she asked waspishly. “You’ve done enough for these people. The project should be over. Will they pay you extra?”

“It isn’t that simple,” Dusk said, with a sigh. “With luck, this should only take a few more weeks. A month maybe two, tops.”

Shilpy groaned. Two more months added to the contract just like that. It put everything they had planned on hold. Yes, the money he earned was great, and it was unlikely that he’d find a job in Sydney that could match his current salary. But phone calls and Skype sessions only went so far in a relationship.

Sensing her displeasure, Dusk changed the subject. “What did you do for lunch?”

Every Thursday they tried to catch up for a meal when he was around. This was the third Thursday in a row they’d missed. 

 “Caught up with Denise and Thomas,” she said, not mentioning the near miss with Madame Jessica. She wanted to tell him more, but it would raise too many questions and wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to talk about over the phone. “It was fun.”

“I hear they’re good company.”

“Yes, but they aren’t you. I want you home.”

He sighed. “Me too. I felt especially bad leaving you this time around. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry, about what?” She frowned.

“Your nightmares. I like being there when you wake up.”

Ah, so he’d noticed the bad dreams. It was sweet that he worried about them. Worried about her.

“You will be home tomorrow, won’t you? Thomas is looking forward to meeting you.”

“I’ll arrive a little before five. Shilpy, if you have any more bad dreams tonight, phone me.”

She smiled. “What if it’s three o’clock in the morning?”

“Doesn’t matter. Last time you were shaking all over. I don’t like seeing you like that. I don’t want you to be alone.”

“Dusk—”

“I like to protect what is mine.”

“I love you.”

“I know, I love you too. I’ll see you tomorrow at five. Call me if you have any more nightmares.”

“Yes, boss,” she said.

They chatted for a while about mundane things, but once again it felt like a one-way conversation. She told him about the bookstore and the decreasing number of customers, and he asked questions about her while revealing very little about himself.

When she hung up, she couldn’t help but feel irritated. A bit of mystery in a man was appealing, but dating Dusk was like watching Lost—week after week of intrigue and drama which led to more and more unanswered questions.

If only he would stay in one place for more than a week. She’d be able to binge on the DVD version of him.

Shilpy was halfway through preparing a stir-fry for dinner when the phone rang again. She answered half expecting it to be Dusk calling back, but it wasn’t. 

“Shilps . . .” Denise’s voice sounded strained.

“Denise? What’s the matter?”

“Shilps, Sarah just called me.”

“Sarah? Your sister Sarah?” Shilpy frowned. “Well, that’s great, isn’t it?”

“Shilps, she’s still inside. She was asking me about you.”

A chill travelled up Shilpy’s spine. She stood frozen in the centre of the room, her mind spinning at a million miles an hour. They were looking for her. Worse, they potentially had a lead on finding her.

“Did she know that we’re in contact?”

“I . . . I . . . don’t know.”

Shilpy bit her lower lip and paced back and forth across the room. Denise recounted all that she’d told Sarah, which wasn’t much. The conversation had been stilted. Sarah had had little interest in talking about herself. She’d been all business. After interrogating Denise, Sarah had hurriedly explained that she needed to go. The call had lasted less than two minutes. Denise sounded pretty upset about it.

“I should lay low,” Shilpy said.

“What about the dinner tomorrow?”

Shilpy swore. If the Keres Ter Nyx were following or spying on Denise, she would lead them here. Shilpy would have to cancel. Except Dusk had already ordered his plane tickets. He would be flying back for nothing.

“We don’t know that they’re watching me,” Denise said.

“It’s a possibility though.”

“I have an idea. What if . . .”

* * *

It took a long time for Shilpy to fall asleep that night. The feeling of being hunted followed her into bed. She needed more milk but felt uncomfortable going out to get it. What if they were watching?

When sleep finally took her, the visions came.

In many ways, the visions were like dreams. They could take her anywhere, from the past to the future to somewhere else entirely.

The sensations within the visions were different depending on where she ended up. In visions about the future, she was more like a spectator, watching and listening in on the event to come but not able to directly change the outcome. A vision from the past was more visceral. She could see, hear, smell, and feel what was occurring in each moment but was locked into a specific set of actions or conversations. Either way, once the vision passed, the memory of it floated away.

There had been only one other kind of vision, and it had occurred just once during the Ritual of Seers. She prayed she never had another like it.

In the current vision, she wrapped her hands around Dusk’s muscular arm. It was night, and they were at a house party. Denise’s backyard was filled with people smoking, laughing, and chatting over a playlist of the ninety’s greatest hits.

She glanced up at him. The top of her head only just reached his shoulder. He wore a leather jacket and a white shirt. His clothes did little to hide the generous layer of muscle over his arms and chest. His skin was the colour of black coffee, and he glanced left and right with bold brown eyes that hinted of danger and adventure.

He carried himself with a quiet authority that didn’t go unnoticed, particularly by the women. More than one cast an appraising look in his direction, or noticed him, rolled their eyes, and then returned to their conversations.

Shilpy usually loathed this sort of scene. Feeling like an outcast, she’d play the wallflower. She’d sit in the back sipping on a drink and counting the minutes until she could politely leave.

Growing up in a cult had kept her ignorant of social norms, pop-culture references, and sporting history. Acclimating herself back into society had taken a long time, and even now she didn’t feel as if she truly fit in.

Tonight, though, Dusk’s confidence emboldened her. She didn’t need to worry about looking like a freak, or saying the wrong thing, or sitting awkwardly in a group trying to contribute to a topic of conversation she knew nothing about. Though they’d been dating only a short time, Shilpy found Dusk easy to talk to, and he was also perfectly happy to sit in silence.

They passed three women sharing a joint near the BBQ. Each locked eyes on him. It made Shilpy smile and hold on to him a little bit tighter.

That’s right, bitches—this one’s mine.

They found Denise in the kitchen playing hostess with the mostest. Slightly drunk, she squealed upon seeing Shilpy. When she hugged Dusk, she made a face over his shoulder that was pretty easy to decipher—he’s gorgeous!

After a brief chat, Denise disappeared to entertain her guests and Shilpy and Dusk found a spot on the couch.

“This will be your spot,” Dusk told her, pointing to a cushion shaped like a giant frosted donut. “If you find yourself becoming uncomfortable, you’ll always have something to eat.”

Shilpy laughed. “That’s very assertive of you.”

“Assertive, I like that. People tell me I can get a little bossy.”

“People tell me I can get a little flirty. Especially after a few drinks,” Shilpy retorted with a wink.

“Good to know, my friend.” Dusk smiled back. “I won’t be long, and then the flirting can begin.”

Shilpy laughed, and Dusk pushed his way back towards the kitchen. She should have told him that Denise usually kept the alcohol in a cooler in the laundry. On the other hand, he was a big boy; it wouldn’t take him long to figure it out.

“Idris Elba, eat your heart out,” a woman behind her said.

Shilpy couldn’t help smiling to herself. It seemed as if Dusk had turned more heads. It felt good to be the object of envy for once.

“I’d take him over Idris any time,” another woman said with a laugh.

“I’d take both of them at the same time,” a third remarked. The other two women giggled.

“He looks like such a player.”

“He can play me tonight, honey. Oh, the music I would make.”

They all laughed.

Shilpy pulled the donut pillow across her chest. The women were obviously drunk, but still, they were talking about doing it with her date. Of course, part of her discomfort came from the fact that Dusk hadn’t played her yet. They’d been out half a dozen times and had made out, but she wasn’t ready to go all the way.

 “Who’s that freak he was with?” the second woman asked.

Shilpy stiffened.

“Oh, her? Some friend of Denise’s. I met her at a dinner a while ago. She’s super-weird,” the first woman said.

“Did you see how she was hanging off him? Like maybe if she let go he’d escape?”

“A girl that insecure—”

“Don’t forget super-weird.”

“And super-weird won’t be able to keep up with a man like that. She must be doing some amazing stuff in the bedroom.”

Shilpy shot to her feet and spun around. The women had been standing behind the couch facing away from her, but the sudden movement caught the attention of the shortest of the three, a bookish woman in a suit. On seeing Shilpy, she froze.

The other two women, sensing something amiss, turned. “Oops,” said one of them, a sour-mouthed Barbie doll who wore designer clothes and carried a designer handbag and may or may not have had a designer nose job.

Shilpy glared at Barbie, who smirked back challengingly. She was tempted to hit her. The bitch was almost daring her to. Except this was Denise’s party, and what would people think of her if she got into a catfight?

Before she did anything she’d regret later, she spun on her heel and stormed through the crowd and into the kitchen. She spotted Dusk making his way out of the laundry with a bottle of beer in one hand and a glass of white wine in the second. “I’m leaving,” she told him shortly. Dusk frowned in confusion, but she made a beeline for the door before he could say anything.

She was halfway down the street before he caught up to her. “Shilpy, wait.”

She turned and faced him. “I think we should have sex.”

Dusk’s eyes widened, and he stared at her like a deer in headlights. “Okay.”

Shilpy nodded. She could feel heat flushing her face, and a million butterflies took wing within her stomach. “Well, good.”

“Not tonight, though.” Dusk placed both hands on her shoulders.

 “I see.” Maybe the women at the party were right. Maybe she’d been kidding herself. She tried pulling away, but he held her firmly on the spot. He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and lifted her face until their eyes met.

“I want you,” he said. “You have no idea how much I want you, but when you’re ready. Not like this.”

“You don’t think I’m weird? Or a freak?” she said, wiping her hand under her eye.

“What happened? Did someone upset you? If you want, I can blow up their car.”

She laughed. He brushed a stray hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. She was trembling for some reason. He leaned forward until his lips brushed her ear.

 “I want to spend time with you,” he said. “What’s say we get some ice cream.”

She nodded and linked her arm in his, letting him lead her away from the party.

* * *

The vision shifted. Dusk, bare-chested and covered in sweat, kneeled on a very different street. He seemed to be in pain. His neck, shoulder, and arm muscles bulged. Rigid tremors moved beneath his skin. A hint of madness crept into his eyes, as if he were possessed by something primal, animalistic, and dangerous.

Around him, a cloud of inky-black shadows glided around him, like buzzards circling a kill. Each long shadow was unique. It shifted and slid with separate and individual purpose, biding its time with dreadful, menacing intent.

Dusk gritted his teeth, his eyes locked on something unseen in the void. Suddenly, each dark shape converged on that spot to form something new and terrible. The thing swelled, twisted, and thrashed angrily, as though trying to come to terms with its existence.

The shadow went through a metamorphosis, and then a tall, ghostly woman with large black feathered wings and clawed hands and feet emerged from the black. As new shadows disappeared into her form, her shape became stronger and better defined. Her features sharpened into a beaklike nose, sneering lips, and fierce, almost feral, eyes. The shadows became flesh.

With only two or three metres between them, the winged woman shuffled around Dusk, her body hunched forward and her large dark wings extended. The long talons on her fingers swiped at the space between them, and for a moment it looked as though she would strike him.

Without thinking, Shilpy ran forward until she stood between the two with her arms stretched out wide. The harpy woman snarled, her eyes blazing with hate and fury.

“Shilpy?” Dusk’s voice sounded strange, almost as if he were choking. The harpy woman lowered her body, and her mouth twisted into something between a grimace and a smile. Then she exploded into hundreds of inky-black shadows the size and shape of kitchen knives. They flew to either side of Shilpy and above her head before punching and stabbing their way through Dusk’s chest.

Dusk screamed. Blood flew from his mouth. His eyes rolled up into the back of his head, and the whites filled with darkness. The shadows flew in a continuous stream, like water flowing down a funnel and into his chest.

Then his mouth went slack, and he fell limply onto the concrete.

Shilpy screamed.

* * *

The scream carried her into the waking world, and when it finished, she lay curled in a ball, tangled up in the sheets, sobbing.

She turned on the bedside lamp, and the warm yellow glow banished the inky shapes. She could feel her heart thundering away in her chest, but the light made her feel a little safer. She breathed a little easier.

Shilpy stepped from the bed, opened the clothes cupboard, and reached for the blankets on the top shelf. Stepping outside, she felt the night air chill her skin through the thin silk nightie. Her hands shook as she placed the folded blankets on the deck of the balcony. Even kneeling, she had a good view of the backstreets of Newtown.

Closing her eyes, Shilpy pushed her senses out into the night. The sounds of distant traffic moved beyond her sight, and a nearby train rattled. The surrounding streets were populated with small terraces and apartments, which created a natural barrier between their apartment and the pubs and clubs on the nearby Highway. Still, the noise from the street carried across, and for that Shilpy was grateful.

“Mother Nyx, you are the night,” she muttered. “Mother Nyx, your cloak shades the world from fire. You gift us with sleep, with dreams, with stars, with the moon, and all the night sky. The night is with us always.”

Shilpy paused, allowing the night to surround her like a blanket, and then she repeated the prayer over and over, until it became a mantra.

Shilpy would do this with her sister when Aaliyah was twelve years old after a particularly harsh or gruelling combat session. Aaliyah had spent most of her teenage years sporting one injury or another. Most people would describe the savagery of their upbringing as child abuse. Angela called it training, and for the most part, Aaliyah embraced it.

Something about the routine and certainty appealed to Aaliyah. Shilpy had lost her to the mothers shortly after their birth mother died. Aaliyah swallowed up their dogma and pushed herself harder than any of their fellow sisters. She became Mother Angela’s darling student. Nurtured and mentored, she trained for the day when she would complete the Ritual of Seers. She loved Mother Angela so much that she couldn’t see her lies or cruelty.

The training gave her purpose and pride, but some nights when her body was covered in bruises and she couldn’t sleep, she would have doubts and would ask Shilpy to meditate in the darkness with her.

Shilpy hadn’t prayed since fleeing the Keres Ter Nyx flats. Perhaps the ritual was no better than meditation. For the moment, it served its purpose. After the sixth repetition, her breathing calmed further and a sense of peace settled over her.

Feeling better, she tried to make sense of the vision. This was the first time that she’d dreamed about Dusk. The visions were always about her—usually things that she would live through or had already experienced.

What was that darkness? It was like something out of a horror movie. And the harpy creature . . . 

Shilpy shuddered. The thought that the Keres Ter Nyx had found her was frightening, but the terror the vision had invoked was more primal and violent.

Just thinking about the woman standing over Dusk left Shilpy cold. Was she real, a metaphor for something, or some dark part of herself trying to make itself heard? Either way, what did it have to do with her boyfriend?

After moving to Sydney and escaping the Keres Ter Nyx, Shilpy convinced herself that the visions she’d had during the Ritual of Seers had been some drug-induced hallucination. A way for Angela to control her and keep her compliant, so the Keres Ter Nyx’s influence over her would be absolute.

There was something similar between those visions and this one. Granted, this one hadn’t taken her to another world, but the harpy woman reminded her of the three women who’d haunted her after the ritual.

Shilpy shook her head. She couldn’t afford to get lost in the past. Too many bad memories.

There had to be more to the vision than what she’d witnessed so far. What lay behind the darkness surrounding Dusk?

She hated her curse, but perhaps there was a purpose behind it. Could it be that the dream was warning her about something? Preparing her for what was to come?

She knew only one person who could answer these questions. One person who could instantly identify the harpy creature, and who might even know how to get rid of the visions. If the vision had been about her, she wouldn’t even consider calling Angela Wick. Except the vision hadn’t been about her. She looked over her shoulder at the mobile charging on the kitchen bench.
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The bookstore was having a quiet day. With little to do, Shilpy wandered the aisles rearranging books on shelves. Her gaze kept returning to the door. She half expected the sisters from the Keres Ter Nyx to walk through at any moment.

Madame Jessica had known her name. Would it be that difficult for her to track her down? The apartment was let in Dusk’s name, not hers. Also, she’d avoided placing her name in the phone book, and she didn’t have a Facebook account. But still. Had they already found her? She didn’t know. Nor could she do anything about it. She’d just have to stay alert.

She buried herself in what little work there was to do. A book launch was scheduled for the following week, but it took only an hour to set up a round table with posters and flyers.

The door opened and Shilpy stiffened, but it was only George, one of the homeless guys who begged outside Town Hall station. He greeted her with a smile and disappeared into the shelves to browse. Eventually, he flopped into a seat on a small black couch reserved for customers.

Steve, the manager, didn’t like homeless people coming in. George smelled pretty bad, but he was a good guy and great company on the quiet days. Shilpy was particularly grateful for his presence today.

With all the stress, she’d lost her appetite, so she gave George her lunch. He devoured the contents of the clear plastic Chinese takeaway container until there was nothing left except the small grains of yellow rice sticking to his beard.

They chatted about books for a while, and he pressed her as to whether there was any old stock lying about, but that’s where Shilpy drew the line. She apologised. He received the news with an understanding nod before shuffling out.

She almost called him back but chided herself. The Keres Ter Nyx weren’t going to find her. If they knew where she worked, they would have been here already.

Around two in the afternoon, the lack of sleep from the previous night started taking its toll. Shilpy could barely keep her eyes open, and yet she dared not close them. She had to mind the store. It wasn’t because she was afraid of what might be waiting for her if she slept. No, it had nothing to do with that.

So, she occupied her thoughts with the vision from the previous night.

She hadn’t called Angela. It surprised her that she’d even considered it. The vision could easily have been a dream.

All her life she’d been preached to about the blessed—enlightened souls and avatars of the true gods. The day of reveal would supposedly be their ascension, and together they would speak the truth about divinity and blah blah blah. Everyone would start following the Nyx and give them gold boats to drive around in.

The prophecy made no sense when looked at closely. The old gods hated each other and used to squabble and war constantly. Why would their avatars get along? It just didn’t add up, except for one thing—her.

Her curse was real. Her visions were stronger than her mother’s had been, and her mother was revered in certain circles. If only she could control it.

Then there was the other consequence. If her visions were real, then what else that the Keres Ter Nyx preached might also be true?

Shilpy shook her head and texted Denise, hoping she had news. If her friend was being followed, she’d flush them out today. She’d planned to take new and unexpected routes to and from work. Zigzag across the city and generally act contrary to her routine. Any sign of trouble and she’d text and feign illness. If the coast was clear, tonight would go ahead.

It was nearly half an hour before Denise responded, and even then it was only to tell Shilpy she was too busy to talk. A good sign. She would have to wait until tonight to find out more.

Shilpy’s shift finished at four. She figured she’d have enough time to do some last-minute shopping before dinner.

“Excuse me.”

Shilpy sat up. A scruffy young man wearing a black shirt and trousers was trying to attract her attention. She hadn’t heard him come in. “Do you have the latest Stephen King?” he asked.

She nodded and silently led him along the bookshelves. At the new-release section, she began sifting through the books. It wasn’t there, which was odd. The store had received a shipment last week, or was it the week before? She remembered the books’ arriving because the usual delivery guy had been sick and a girl with pigtails and bleached hair had filled in for him.

“I’ll check at the desk. We might have sold out already.”

The computer had no record of the inventory. Weird. Someone should have recorded the stock receipt number. She couldn’t find any sign that the books had arrived.

A quick search in the back revealed a similar result. There should have been a whole box of Kings there. With no other choice, she returned to the customer and apologised. He left looking agitated.

Nobody else walked in, so Shilpy triple-checked the various shelves, scanning for the book. The bell at the door interrupted her, and she abandoned the search hoping for another customer.

It was the pigtailed girl from last week. “New shipment of books for you,” she said. “I’m covering for Jake, the usual guy. Okay if I take them around the back?”

“Good to see you again.” Shilpy smiled at her. “Is Jake still sick?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she replied, giving Shilpy a strange look. “It’s my first day, but I have a whole box of the new Stephen King fresh off the press!”

* * *

The elevator to Shilpy and Dusk’s second-floor Newtown flat didn’t work. In fact, it had been out of order since they moved in. Still obsessing about the book mix-up, Shilpy carried the groceries up the stairs. This wasn’t the first time she’d confused memories and a vision, but it was no less frustrating. So far no one had complained, but if she wasn’t careful, her episodes could attract unwanted attention.

Denise hadn’t texted, so it looked as if they were on for tonight. Which was one less thing to worry about.

She didn’t need to be psychic to know Dusk had beaten her home. Even before she opened the door, she could hear the TV. The roar of the soccer crowd greeted her when she walked in, but to her surprise, Dusk wasn’t stretched out on the couch watching the game.

He’d found a spot at the counter and was busy cutting vegetables into long neat slices for her curry. The smell of grilled goat flooded her senses, and her mouth watered when she eyed the small chunks piled in a bowl waiting to go into the curry. All she had to do was provide the sauce.

“I didn’t expect you to do all this,” she said.

He gave her a tired smile and ran a hand over his bald head before reaching for a bottle of  pale ale. He looked exhausted. “I got home early.”

Shilpy frowned, concerned about his harried appearance. This was more than just travel fatigue. Whatever was happening at his work was taking its toll.

He cocked his head and winked before making a come-hither motion with his finger. She approached him, and his lips locked on hers. A large hand wrapped around her waist, pulling her into him. She tried pushing herself away, but he was too strong. Her body melted into his, and she began returning his kisses.

“Do we have time?” he asked, with a cheeky grin. She answered with an expression of mock disapproval.

“They’ll be here soon. After,” she said. “If you’re good. Go get ready—I’ll take it from here.”

After some good-natured grumbling, he pulled away and disappeared into the bedroom, but not before giving her arse a good squeeze. She slapped him away, binned the empty beer bottle into the recycling, and took over from where he’d left off.

There wasn’t much left to do. She noticed that he’d also already washed and put away the breakfast plates she’d left on the sink and cleaned up the utensils he’d already used to prepare the meat.

“How was Melbourne? Did you sort it out?” Shilpy asked, as she dropped all the food into a big pot. She kept her voice light and casual, trying to conceal her anxiety.

“Doing okay,” he said, from the bedroom. “Mestor is insisting we find this sword.”

“Why does he need you for that?”

“Firstly, because it’s an antique and Mestor believes I have connections he doesn’t; secondly because we did such a good job on the project he wants to keep us around; thirdly, because the men respect me more than some of the other clowns he has working for him; and lastly, because he couldn’t organise a pissing contest in a brewery.” He stuck his head out of the bedroom and caught her eye. “Australians do say that, don’t they?”

Shilpy shook her head and flashed him a smile. It wasn’t quite correct, but points for trying. “Piss-up in a brewery.”

“Right.” He disappeared again.

With the groceries unpacked and a new bottle of pale ale on the bench for Dusk, Shilpy put on some rice and brought the curry to a simmer. She chose her words carefully. “Dusk, I’m worried.”

“Worried?” he asked. “About what?”

What indeed? The vague vision? Or the Keres Ter Nyx threat?

Yes, the Keres Ter Nyx were looking for her. But if Denise was right, and they weren’t following her, then she should be safe. The dream, on the other hand, was extraordinarily unsettling. The mere thought of the creature with the blackened wings turned her blood cold. And the frequency of these visions was increasing. The confusion at the bookstore was the latest incident.

“I miss you,” she said at last, kicking herself.

“Believe me, I want nothing more than for this to be over. I hate sleeping alone and not having you around. We have a lead on the heirloom. With luck, we can secure it soon.”

“If you complete this, no more, right?” She added some sauce to the food with a spoon.

“That’s what the man said.” Dusk emerged from the bedroom wearing a black, collared shirt and grey trousers. Shilpy gave him an appreciative wolf whistle. He opened the bottle she’d left for him and took a sip.

“You like, huh?” he said, a half smile playing on his lips.

“Very much. What about me?” She placed the spoon, still covered in sauce, against her lips and pouted at him coquettishly.

“Spicy,” he said, his voice loaded with sarcasm.

Shilpy smiled. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”

Dusk grunted and moved to the couch to watch the football match.

“When do you have to go back?” Shilpy asked.

“Tomorrow,” he said, groaning.

“Tomorrow?” Shilpy stepped out of the kitchen so she could see him properly. “That’s crazy. You should have stayed in Melbourne.”

“This was important to you.”

“Catching up with Denise and her new boy toy isn’t that important.”

“Maybe.” His eyes remain locked on the football. For a moment, she thought she’d lost him to the game. Then he spoke again, in a clear, soft voice. “Things in Melbourne are tense at the moment. They’re messing me around with all the modifications to the terms of our agreement. So, they can suck up the extra travel cost. The flight was already booked and I didn’t want to cancel. I wanted to be here.”

His voice had taken an ominous and somewhat dangerous edge. Currents of frustration were poorly hidden behind his words.

Shilpy lingered for a moment, but Dusk’s attention was back on the football. The curry was boiling, so she reduced the heat and checked on the rice. A moment later there was a knock at the door.

“I’m not ready,” she said, fleeing the kitchen and disappearing into the bedroom. “Entertain them.”

Before Dusk could answer, she closed the bedroom door. Fortunately, the bathroom was connected to the bedroom. It didn’t take long to scrub the smell of food off her hands, brush her hair, and put on a skirt and blouse. Denise and Thomas were each halfway through a glass of wine by the time she returned.

“Shilps,” Thomas cried, his voice slightly too loud. It seemed likely he’d enjoyed a sneaky drink before arriving. He followed the greeting with another big smile and a hug, and the smell of his breath confirmed Shilpy’s suspicions. “That dress looks amazing on you.”

She thanked him but stole a glance at Denise, who rolled her eyes. Before Shilpy had a chance to say anything, Thomas placed a glass of wine in her hands and urged them all to drink.

Both Thomas and Denise looked fantastic. Thomas wore designer jeans, cowboy boots, a white shirt undone around the collar, and a black waistcoat. Denise wore a black skirt, a spotted blouse, and a yellow silk scarf.

“So, Dusk. That’s a weird name,” Thomas said.

“I guess you could call it a nickname,” Dusk replied.

“I guess you could call it an awesome nickname. When I was at uni they used to call me Major Tom, which would be fine if I was a Lou Reed fan.”

“David Bowie,” Denise said.

“Whoever,” Thomas said, waving his hand dismissively. “What’s your real name?”

Dusk told him, and Thomas and Denise shared a look. “That’s a long name. I can see why you go with Dusk.”

Thomas continued to quiz Dusk on his work and background, and the interrogatee gave a series of vague and non-committal answers. Shilpy considered telling Thomas about Dusk’s non-disclosure agreement, but they looked like they were having fun. Instead, she pulled Denise away.

“No one following you then?” Shilpy half whispered to her.

Denise shook her head and smiled. She leaned in closer so the guys wouldn’t hear what they were saying. “If anyone has been tailing me, they would have to be about the best there is. I switched trains three times and got off at the wrong stop. Just to be on the safe side, I even had a change of clothes, so I didn’t have to go home again.”

“Sorry for making you go to all the trouble.”

Denise shrugged. “It was kind of fun.”

Shilpy gave Denise a hug. She didn’t have many friends, but the ones she did have were pretty awesome. 

Meanwhile, Thomas was in full flight. “I used to be in business myself,” he was saying. “My business partner had this idealised view of how every aspect of the business should work. Lando could be such a control freak, except he never paid enough attention to how we operated. We were over-committed with orders, taking on too many staff, trying to diversify before we were ready. It didn’t matter how many times I told him—he kept barrelling forward.”

He took another sip of his wine. “I loved being in business for myself, though. Beholden to no man or woman. Following my own path. I mean, how else are you supposed to reach your full potential?”

Shilpy spluttered into her drink. It was a small hiccup, and fortunately, no one took too much notice. Full potential, huh? That was the last thing she wanted to reach.

Dusk glanced at her to make sure she was all right. She gave him a nod, and he returned to face his blond companion.

“If you go your own path, my friend, who will teach you and guide you to your full potential?” Dusk said. “Even elite athletes need a coach. This is why I consult. To teach what I know.”

“Then that makes you the mentor of the story, not the hero,” Thomas said with a grin. Dusk frowned. 

Oh dear, Shilpy thought. Thomas wouldn’t win Dusk over in a hurry with comments like that. 

He must have sensed something, because he started back-peddling. “Which is okay, if that’s what you want. Truth is, we could have used someone like you. It would’ve been great to have an external voice in the room. Someone who possessed real experience and could help us balance the books.”

“Did you sort out your issues in the end?” Dusk asked.

“I sorted out my financial problems. Then I moved here. I wanted a fresh start.”

“A fresh start?”

“You know what it’s like,” Thomas said. “If you move somewhere no one knows you, there are no expectations to live up to. As far as I’m concerned, my baggage can stay in Melbourne.”

“It’s my experience that baggage tends to find you wherever you go,” Dusk retorted. “And when it does, it tends to corner you until you deal with it.”

Shilpy shifted uncomfortably and exchanged a look with Denise, who gave her an encouraging smile.

Thomas looked as though he was ready with an answer, but he was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Shilpy stiffened. Denise frowned. But neither of the women said anything. Denise had said that she hadn’t been followed. Could she have been wrong?

“Must be our neighbour, Mrs. McKee,” Dusk said with a shrug. Mrs. McKee was the harridan in the room below. She always complained they made too much noise. It wasn’t even nine in the evening, but Thomas’s banter was the sort of thing that would set her off.

For once, Shilpy prayed it was the old woman.

She stood and made her way slowly to the door with reluctant steps. Please let it be Mrs. McKee, please let it be Mrs. McKee. She opened the door. It wasn’t Mrs. McKee, but it wasn’t a sister from the Keres Ter Nyx either.

The man slouching on the step had a wrongness about him. He stood half a head taller than Shilpy and was thin—perhaps one of the thinnest men she’d ever met. Half-closed eyes leered at her from a cold, hard face. For the most part, the pigment of his dark skin was identical to Dusk’s, with the occasional discolorations. He didn’t move or say a word. 

Shilpy fell back half a step. “Can I help you?” she asked, in a raised voice.

The others must have sensed something was wrong because the laughter dried up, and a few seconds later, Dusk was next to her. When his eyes met the stranger’s, his face dropped. “What are you doing here?”

“We need to talk,” the new arrival said. He had a thick accent, the same as Dusk’s.

Dusk’s eyes darted from the stranger to Shilpy and back again.

“Do you know this man?” she asked.

Dusk seized the visitor by the shoulder and spun him back towards the hall. They stepped out of the apartment together and Dusk slammed the door behind them.

“Who was that?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t know,” Shilpy replied, feeling as if she’d just been doused with ice water. She returned to her chair and continued drinking with her friends, but the previous playfulness had been sucked out of the room. Denise and Thomas kept talking, but Shilpy wasn’t listening anymore. She fidgeted, crossing and uncrossing her legs almost constantly. She wanted to stand by the door and eavesdrop. Instead, she took sips of wine and chewed on her fingernails while attempting to make conversation.

A few minutes later, Dusk returned. The strange visitor trailed behind him. “This is Hond,” Dusk said. His voice was deadly serious. “He’ll be staying with us tonight. Denise, Thomas, our apologies—I’m afraid we’ll have to cut this short. Something’s come up.”

“We haven’t even eaten yet,” Shilpy protested.

“Yeah, we’ve got to eat. Hond, join us,” Thomas said, slurring his words.

“Is everything okay, Dusk?” Denise asked.

The man named Hond squinted at Dusk and then looked back at the ground. Dusk’s face hardened. He glared at the food as if it offended him.

What the hell was going on? Who was this guy? Dusk spoke a few words to their strange guest in a different language. The sickly man nodded and, without a word, moved into the bedroom.

“I have to take this meeting now. I can’t really explain, but it’s important. If you insist on staying, I’ll be in the bedroom.”

“Surely you can talk after dinner,” Shilpy said, but Dusk stormed into the bedroom and shut the door behind them.

The trio stared at each other in mutual confusion. “That was weird,” Thomas said.

“I guess we should eat,” Denise added.

Dinner was a subdued affair. Once they finished eating, Denise and Thomas made a rather awkward exit, with Shilpy apologising after them.

Then she stormed into the bedroom.

“What the hell was that?” she shouted. Dusk was pacing back and forth and talking into his phone in an angry tone. He stopped and gave her a hard look. Hond’s head also snapped around.

“Wolf,” Dusk said into the phone. “Give me a minute, will you.”

He turned to Shilpy and covered the receiver with his hand. Their strange guest watched him with pursed lips. Dusk eyed her and then took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I have to take this. We can move to the living room if that works for you.”

No, it didn’t work for her. She wanted an explanation and she wanted it now. What was so important that he couldn’t have waited and had dinner with her and her friends?

On the other hand, she’d had a lot to drink and could feel the effects of the alcohol fuelling her anger. Clenching her hands, she stepped to the side of the door. Without a word, Hond rose to his feet and stepped past Shilpy and into the living room. He hadn’t said boo, and Shilpy didn’t feel comfortable talking to him.

Dusk nodded and moved to follow, but Shilpy stopped him at the door.

 “There are leftovers in the pot, but you’ll need to cook more rice for your friend. I’ll leave some clean sheets out. He can sleep on the couch.”

Dusk left and shut the door behind him.

She prepared for bed, and when she finished in the bathroom, she found the stranger sitting on her side of the bed, waiting to use the toilet. With no other bathroom in the flat, it wasn’t unreasonable for him to be there, but it still startled her.

She couldn’t shake a feeling of violation. This was their sacred space. He didn’t belong.

“Don’t take long,” she told him.

Hond said nothing. His eyes wandered up and down her body, and his lips twisted into a slight smirk. He disappeared, closing the door behind him. It wasn’t until he finished and left the bedroom that she breathed easily again.

She shut the door behind him. Then she wrapped the covers around her, enjoying the warmth and protection. A while later Dusk joined her.

Silence hung between them. It felt as if the sword of Damocles were waiting to drop and tear through their happiness. Several minutes passed. Dusk tossed and turned while Shilpy silently ground her teeth. He put his hand on her waist, but she brushed him off. He sat up for a moment, grunted, and then rolled onto his other side.

“What’s going on, Dusk?”

The sword dropped.

 “I can’t say too much.”

“No!” Shilpy almost hissed. “When it starts to affect what happens in our home—”

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” Dusk said, his voice heated. She could feel his body stiffening. Whether he was angry at the situation or at her for questioning him, she couldn’t tell. She glared at the back of his head for another long moment and waited. “The guy organising our project had to be replaced. I needed to brief the new guy.”

Shilpy frowned. “This Wolf must be pretty senior.”

“Something like that,” Dusk said. “It was a work emergency.”

She chewed on her nail, digesting what he’d said. “Who is sleeping on my couch?” she finally asked.

“A colleague.”

“A colleague from Melbourne?”

“No and yes. He’s working with me in Melbourne.”

“I don’t like him.”

“You made that clear. He might stay another night. It depends on how things go tomorrow.”

“Dusk—”

“This isn’t one of those situations we have a choice about. I can’t succeed in Melbourne without him. You need to put up with this for the next few days. After that . . .”

Without answering, she lay back and pulled the covers over her shoulder.

“It will all be over soon, and then we can start the next chapter of our lives. Together.” She didn’t reply.

* * *

Shilpy awoke at some point during the night to go to the toilet. A product of drinking too much wine. The door to the bedroom was shut, but she could hear the stranger snoring on the couch. Shilpy shivered and headed into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

Who was he? He was so creepy. He and Dusk both spoke the same language. They must have known each other before Dusk moved to Australia. Why would Dusk be friends with someone like that?

There had been some sort of emergency, but if all that Dusk was after was some heirloom, then why drop everything to deal with it? The whole situation made no sense.

She finished her business and washed her hands. When she reopened the bathroom door, the scene awaiting her left her shrieking with horror.

Three hooded figures crouched in a loose circle on top of the bed. Despite their cloaks, it was obvious they were women. The youngest stood over a wicker basket. Hidden within, a cluster of softly glowing objects pulsed within, changing from one colour to another. She used a spindle to twist the lights into a long thread. She passed the thread to the woman next to her, who wove it through a needle and sewed it into a misty substance above her head. The third woman sliced the remains of the thread with long scissors.

Dusk was nowhere to be seen, and the stranger’s soft snoring was no more.

Shilpy’s mouth moved frantically, and she retreated into the bathroom until she struck the sink. In a single synchronised movement, all three women spun and stared directly at her.

It had been five years, but she knew who they were, and they obviously hadn’t forgotten her, either.

“Beware the shadows,” they said in one voice. A shiver worked its way up Shilpy’s spine and erupted into a scream.
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“You saw the Moirai standing on top of your bed?” Denise gaped in disbelief. “You said you could see the future. You didn’t say anything about gods.”

“I can.” Shilpy stared at her feet. “But I also saw this. You asked me what my vision revealed the night of the Ritual of Seers. I saw the Moirai. I saw them, and I ran.”

Shilpy regretted the words’ leaving her mouth the moment she said them. Denise must think I’m a freak.

Denise opened her mouth to say something but then closed it again. The waitress arrived with their coffee, and Denise remained silent.

She probably doesn’t believe me. But who else could she confide in? Dusk and his strange colleague had left before she was up this morning. Left without even a word. Regardless, this wasn’t the sort of thing she felt comfortable talking to Dusk about.

Denise was the only one who might possibly understand, but it wasn’t going to be the sort of thing she would accept straight away. Sure enough, when the waitress left, Denise was less than impressed.

“Are you having a joke? You expect me to believe you saw the goddesses of fate. That’s impossible.”

“Believe me, I didn’t want to see them. I don’t know if it’s my curse seeking them out or the Moirai coming to me.” Shilpy shuddered at the thought.

“I can’t help you if you’re going to keep secrets from me,” Denise said, failing to hide the heat in her voice. “You told me you fled from Angela and the Keres Ter Nyx.”

Shilpy blinked. “I did.”

“But you lied about why you ran away. I thought we both ran away because we saw through Angela’s bullshit and you realised that Nyx, the Moirai, and all the other stories were told to control us. But you believe in it all, don’t you? All the crap the mothers spouted, you think it’s real.”

Shilpy bit her lower lip and was about to try to say something, but Denise hadn’t finished. “You saw them, yet all this time you’ve sat there listening to me insult and mock their teachings. I abandoned my only sister and the mothers’ teachings. I walked away from all of it, turned my back on Nyx and her children. You must think I’m a heretic.”

“I do think that Angela uses the stories about Nyx and the Moirai to control us.” Shilpy sighed and took a big sip of her coffee, trying to collect her thoughts. “I don’t know for sure that the goddesses are real. Maybe it’s just me, and I’m going mad, but if they do exist, they aren’t what we were taught. They have their own agendas. During the Ritual of Seers, I saw them and then denounced them to Angela’s face. I told her they weren’t divine—they were horrible. When I did that, Angela tried to kill me. I’m the heretic. I don’t know what I saw, or what they are. I don’t know whether they’re gods, figments of my imagination, nightmares, hallucinations brought about by my curse, or something else entirely.”

“But, you don’t think they’re hallucinations, do you?”

Shilpy shook her head. “Whatever they are, whatever my relationship is with them, I think they want something from me.”

Denise slumped back in her chair. She massaged her forehead with her knuckles, and her eyes took on a faraway expression. Shilpy reached across the table for her friend’s other hand. Denise didn’t take it, but she didn’t pull away either.

“You asked what I think about you,” Shilpy said. “I think you are the smartest, wisest, and most beautiful person I know. I . . . I need you. I don’t know how I’d survive without you.”

Denise looked a little embarrassed and surprised by the outburst. The two women stared at each other for a long moment, and then their hands found their way together. Shilpy smiled. Denise rolled her eyes.

“Most beautiful person you know, huh?”

“Absolutely, although remember, I don’t know that many people.”

“Bitch,” Denise said in exasperation. “Alright, if what I think matters to you, then here’s what I think. I have to believe you had a bad dream. I think you should be far more weirded out by your uninvited guest last night.”

Shilpy’s heart sank. Her friend still didn’t believe. She was on her own after all.

“Dusk said—”

“Yes, you told me what Dusk said. But Shilpy, that guy was . . . wrong. He really creeped me out.”

“Me too,” Shilpy said. “They returned to Melbourne this morning. There’s a chance I may never see Hond again.”

“Aren’t you worried that Dusk is working with someone like that?”

“Of course I am, but until I talk to him, I’m just not sure what I can do about it. Dusk is so secretive. If he’s in trouble, I wouldn’t know.”

Denise nodded in agreement.

“Maybe I can find more out through my dreams,” Shilpy said.

“What dreams?”

Shilpy told her about the most recent vision—Dusk being overwhelmed by shadows and the harpy-like figure looming over him. Denise listened intently, and her expression changed from one of scepticism to one of concentration and interest.

“A harpy?” she said. “You’re sure.”

“I didn’t take it seriously at first because it was so out there. Except after . . . after last night.”

Denise chewed on her bottom lip. “The woman, no, the creature you describe sounds familiar.” She pulled out her phone and manipulated the screen with her finger.

Shilpy nearly sighed with relief. Denise, with her background in lore and research, would at least have a clue as to where to look for answers. Shilpy knew of several websites and forums where people shared information about the cult and associated dogma. But she’d avoided them as a rule. Also, she didn’t want to fill her head with the sort of things her sisters discussed on a day-to-day basis.

Denise had a much deeper and wider body of knowledge to draw upon. She knew where to go and, more importantly, where not to.

“Okay, the Moirai represent order and fate. In the dream, what do you think they wanted?” Denise asked, her finger still swiping back and forth on her phone.

“They said ‘Beware the shadows.’ Could be they’re trying to warn me about something?”

“Unlikely, if it was real. The Moirai are the goddesses of fate. By their nature, they would want you to stumble into trouble. Shadows, though, that’s interesting. A harpy and shadows . . . Anything else you can remember?”

Shilpy frowned and thought long and hard. Was there anything else? She couldn’t recall anything. She shook her head.

 “Doesn’t matter,” Denise said triumphantly. “I’ve got something.”

“What is it?”

“I ran a search on all the gods and goddesses. One of them takes the form of a harpy.”

Denise shuffled her chair next to Shilpy’s and shared her phone. On the small screen was an article explaining Greek mythology. An artist’s interpretation of the harpy creature stared at them from behind the screen. Shilpy read the caption below.

“Eris.” Her heart went cold. There was more information, but she didn’t need to read it. “The goddess of discord and strife. A creature who used chaos and strife to fuel ambition or to destroy men everywhere, depending on who you ask.” She recited the information from memory.

“Eris has her own family,” Denise said. “A group similar to the Keres Ter Nyx. They call themselves the Erisians, or the Knights of Eris. If your dream is symbolic of anything, it isn’t a healthy mind. If I’m right and this was all just a dream, then maybe you feel like your life is out of balance and you’re looking for order. What do you know about the guy from last night?”

“Hond?” Shilpy said, in a small voice. “Nothing.”

“Could his appearance have triggered something psychosomatic?”

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. Although it is possible, I guess.”

“It would explain a lot.”

“What if I’m right, though?” Shilpy asked.

“If you’re right, that’s a whole other question.”

“What question is that?”

“What would Eris want with Dusk?”








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




An empty flat waited for Shilpy when she returned home that evening. The blanket Hond had slept with lay on the floor. He could have at least tidied his bed.

After cleaning up, she opened a bottle of Sauv Blanc and sat on the balcony. It was still daylight saving, so there would be another hour or two of light. The waning sun warmed her skin. The busy world hustled and bustled beneath her, and she enjoyed the view of the buildings on the opposite side of the road.

Where was Dusk? What was he doing? It seemed insane he would appear in a dream next to the goddess of strife. Maybe Denise was right, and the dream was just a dream. Why then did she feel so unsettled?

Most dreams were like bubbles of air—transient things that floated to the top of her consciousness only to pop when she awoke from slumber. The visions felt similar. Except sometimes she couldn’t tell what was a bubble, and what was water. The past and present became mixed up in her head. It was difficult enough to distinguish between the two, let alone separate nightmares and visions.

The images of Dusk felt different. They were too horrible to ignore.

Could it have something to do with Melbourne?

Right now, Shilpy didn’t care about any stupid secrecy agreements. Gods were visiting her dreams. This wasn’t a damn Homer epic. She needed answers.

She went inside and paced back and forth in the living room. She switched on the television, but after channel-surfing for a few minutes turned it off again. Her foot tapped the ground in a fast-paced rhythm. Her eyes kept returning to her phone on the kitchen bench. Did she dare ring Angela?

Dusk was in danger, and Angela might have some insight into a connection between him and the gods. Was she so afraid of this woman from her past that she was willing to risk the man she loved being hurt?

She stared at the phone for a long moment, and then one of Dusk’s black shirts caught her attention. Dusk had left it lying on his side of the bed. He usually wore them beneath the grey suit he loved so much.

Shilpy strode into the bedroom, climbed onto the bed and stared at the shirt. What if . . . 

No, she couldn’t. Could she? Shilpy placed her hand lightly on the black cotton.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, focusing all her attention on the shirt. “Show me,” she whispered.

She’d half expected nothing to happen, but the moment the words left her lips, images bombarded her mind.

* * *

A skinny dark-skinned boy, maybe eleven or twelve, walked through the bush in shorts, an oversized T-shirt, and a pair of thongs. An assault rifle was slung over his shoulder. Everything shifted - 

* * *

The same boy stood in the middle of the bush before a small crowd of  men dressed in rags and dirty combat fatigues. All their clothes were mismatched, seemingly scavenged or stolen from wherever they could acquire them.

Three of the men were beating on drums and singing while a near-naked shaman danced in front of a small campfire. He moved in a series of shallow circles and threw vegetation into the flames until the drumming stopped. The boy stepped forward and the shaman placed a hand on the back of the boy’s neck. He guided him towards the campfire and pushed his face into strange-coloured smoke.

* * *

“This whole shop is going to burn to the ground,” Shilpy whimpered.

The lights to the store were off, but lining every bookshelf, each chair, and the counter where she sold novels were countless tea lights, each glowing with a small flame. At the centre of the shop, tea lights surrounded a picnic blanket. On top of the blanket rested a bag filled with plastic takeaway containers of what smelled like Indian food.

 “Welcome,” Dusk said, stepping out from behind a nearby bookshelf. Overcome, Shilpy could only gape. She spun around in a circle, taking it all in. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

“You . . . did this . . . for me?” she said. “I’m so fired if my boss comes in.”

Dusk laughed a deep, booming laugh. “He won’t.” He walked to the door and changed the sign from Open to Closed. Then he took her hand and led her through the store and into the circle of candles. After guiding her into a kneeling position on the blanket, he produced some utensils, two plates, two wine glasses, and a bottle of Pinot.

Shilpy couldn’t think of a single thing to say. It was all so over the top. So dangerous. So unbelievably romantic. While Dusk served dinner, she could only stare at him. He smiled up at her, the light from the candles illuminating his white teeth.

“Why?” Shilpy asked.

“Does there need to be a reason for me to spoil you?”

She leaned forward onto all fours and kissed him. The kiss was long and soft, and when it was finished, she rested her forehead against his. “Thank you.”

“All my life, I’ve never felt like I belonged,” Dusk said. Shilpy’s eyes widened in surprise. “Even where I grew up, people treated me differently. I’ve spent so much of my life apologising for things. With you, I feel like I’ve finally found a home. This is something I want to see grow, and be part of.”

They kissed once more, and—

* * *

Dusk sat in the passenger seat of a car staring out of the window. Hond was behind the wheel. His half-closed eyes watched the road as he weaved around trucks and an assortment of cars.

“You never said it would be like this,” Hond said. Dusk didn’t reply. “I’m losing my teeth.”

“Then stop using it,” Dusk said.

“You know I can’t do that. There’s too much at stake.”

“Is there?” Dusk glanced at him. “It’s just a bunch of old men competing with a bunch of old women to see who can mumble into whose ear the loudest.

“They think the Day of Announcement is coming, and once they parade their blessed before the world, like circus freaks, the masses will abandon their churches and synagogues and join them.” Dusk blew a raspberry.

Hond gripped the steering wheel tighter. “You don’t believe in the Day of Announcement?”

“I don’t believe it will go down as they think. Feel free to involve yourself in their drama and manipulations, but after we finish this business, I’m done with all of it.”

“Once you’re gone, you know what will happen to me,” Hond said. “You were the one they invited to Australia.”

“I introduced you to them. They can’t deny what you can do for them.”

“They won’t keep me on.”

“Then leave. Find something else.”

“And do what? I have power, and that scares them. They’re scared of both of us. You know this. You should be running things, my friend, not Mestor.”

“Hond.” Dusk sighed, his eyes fixed on the road. “We’ve been over this.”

“Of course. What she wants is more important than what you deserve,” Hond said, all but spitting out the word “she”.

Dusk shot him a dark look but then turned away to watch the traffic glide past.

 “They’re right about you, you know,” Hond said at last. “You could be so much more.”

 The two men fell silent.

* * *

Shilpy stood in a gym of some kind. She spun around in a slow circle watching several men and women working out. The sounds of gloved fists striking bags or gym junkies grunting under their weights echoed off the walls. Someone blew a whistle and all the participants transitioned to the next piece of equipment and started a new exercise.

A shout of delight erupted near the entrance, and three well-muscled men dressed in tank tops converged on Dusk and Hond.

Dusk bumped fists and exchanged elaborate handshakes with each man, acknowledging them by name: Jim, Terry, and Wolf—the man Dusk had spoken with on the phone the night before.

Wolf was a grim-faced man. He stood a little shorter than Dusk, and he wasn’t barrel-chested, but there was little doubt he could handle himself in a tussle. He had a way about him, a quiet confidence, and when he spoke the others fell silent. This was a man who was used to being in charge.

“Glad to have you, Dusk. I’m still getting up to speed.”

“We weren’t sure you were coming back,” Terry said, casting a dirty side look at Wolf. 

Dusk patted him on the shoulder and gave him a nod. “Job’s not done yet. Excuse us.” He turned his attention to Wolf. “Shall we, my friend?”

Wolf nodded, and without another word the two men crossed the wooden floor and headed towards a small room. Shilpy was about to follow when she caught sight of Hond seizing Terry by the arm. “We need to be ready,” he said.

Terry gently pulled his arm away. Hond leaned closer to the large boxer. “You know who Dusk is. You’ve seen the proof. If you truly serve her, then let your loyalty lie with the man who deserves it.”

“Dusk should tell me himself if he needs me. You’re alright, Hond, but I won’t work for you.”

Hond laughed in a self-deprecating way. “He isn’t asking you to follow me. We all need to support him. Do you really think Wolf is going to make things right after what happened to Hammerstein?”

Terry thought for a moment, but his face remained sceptical. Hond shifted from one foot to the next. Whatever Hond had planned, the other man wasn’t buying, and Hond knew it. Terry was just about to walk away when Hond caught him by the arm again.

“I’ve seen how they treat you. I know you’re not happy.” Terry set his jaw and shot Hond a dangerous look. Hond pressed on. “They already expelled Davis and Breezy. Why? Because they both had criminal records. Now the enemy is returning. Dusk won’t betray you.”

“Dusk’s going to move to Sydney to be with his bird,” Terry said, but there was a note of uncertainty in his voice.

“Don’t be so sure.”

Something pulled at Shilpy, and she stumbled a few steps towards the office Dusk and Wolf had just entered. She was being drawn there. Then the world around her shifted, and she was standing in a corner of the office. Wolf had taken a seat and was leaning backward giving Dusk a hard look.

 The wall behind him was filled with posters of boxers and previous fights. Behind closed doors, the men were doing nothing to hide their agitation.

“The boys are happy to see you again,” Wolf said. “Since my injuries, we haven’t had a decent field leader who inspires—”

“First things first,” Dusk said. “Hammerstein. How did it happen?”

Wolf ran a hand through his hair, and his gaze softened. “Shot while putting out the garbage. His family was home at the time.”

Dusk nodded and ran the tips of his forefinger and thumb together. Something he did a lot when he was thinking.

“Is anyone else exposed?” Dusk asked. “Anyone else they might hit?”

 “Hard to say. We don’t know why Hammerstein was shot. It came out of nowhere. We haven’t had any interaction with the enemy since they agreed to peace.”

“We can’t let them hurt anyone else.”

“We won’t.”

“How can I help?”

“It’s already being taken care of. I want you to focus on finding the sword.”

“If it comes down to a fight, you’ll need Hond.”

“If I need him, I’ll use him,” Wolf replied. “I’d prefer to use more conventional means of solving our problems, if I’ve got the option.”

“If not?”

“Then I’ll do what I must to protect our men. The Erisians won the war. Some within the Keres Ter Nyx might think the fight is still going. If people need disciplining, we’ll give them the opportunity to handle it internally, but to our satisfaction. If they don’t, they’ll regret it.” Dusk nodded in agreement. Wolf leaned towards him. “Now about the sword—”

“Dennis, the sword wasn’t part of my deal. It’s not why you brought me here.”

Wolf sighed heavily and ran his hand across his face. “You’re right. But remember, you haven’t exactly kept your side of the bargain either.”

“How long are you going to hold that over me? I was invited to Australia to resolve your troubles with the Keres Ter Nyx, which I did.”

“We invited you here because we were told you were blessed.”

Dusk laughed.

* * *

Shilpy snatched her hand away and tumbled backward off the bed. Dusk’s bitter laugh followed her all the way back to their Sydney flat.

The Keres Ter Nyx? Dusk was part of the war against her sisters.

Shilpy fled the room and slammed the door behind her. Seizing a wine bottle from the fridge, she took a long drink and didn’t stop until she almost choked.

It couldn’t be. Dusk couldn’t be working for the Erisians. She must have misunderstood.

Shilpy didn’t know anything about the Erisians except what Denise had told her: they worshipped Eris and their mission was to disrupt the status quo by weeding out corruption.

Was this vision from the past or the future? If the events were yet to happen, would the conversation she’d just witnessed take place tomorrow, next week, or next year?

Her phone buzzed to life, startling her. She glanced at her watch—six o’clock. Unsure whether to answer it, or what she should say if she did, she let it ring. The ringing continued insistently. Finally, she couldn’t bear it any more.

“Hi, baby.” Dusk’s deep baritone caressed her ear.

“Hi,” she said, in a guarded voice.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, instantly sensing something amiss. She struggled to pull her wits together. He was with the Erisians. It made no sense.

“You left without any real explanation,” she said. “With your colleague.”

The phone was silent for an eternity. “I guess I did.”

Shilpy swallowed, trying to form words but not sure which were the right ones. There was just too much to process.

“Hond is someone I’m working with, but I—”

“Dusk, don’t! Please don’t tell me you can’t talk about it. Or that you’re bound by some non-disclosure agreement. I’m tired of secrets. You have yours and I have mine. But I’m sick of them.”

“You’re keeping secrets from me?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean . . . my past is complicated. I’m sure yours is too. I haven’t told you everything about me, but I want to. I think we need to be open and transparent with each other,” she said in a rush.

Dusk exhaled heavily. “Where is this coming from?”

“I feel like I don’t know you.”

“What does that mean?” he said, raising his voice to a shout. “I don’t need this right now. My work is in Melbourne. This is where I have to be. I’m getting tired of everybody accusing me of letting them down.”

Shilpy chewed on her bottom lip. “Dusk—”

“I can’t talk about my work.” His voice was quieter now, more measured. “There are other things I can talk about when I get home. But if you’re keeping secrets from me then I don’t know why you think you have the moral high ground.”

“I don’t,” Shilpy said. “This isn’t about you letting me down. It’s just this . . . us . . . isn’t going to work if we’re leading different lives. I want us to come together. Both of us. Except, I’m not sure if we can.”

“I see.” There was a pause. “I’ll be home tomorrow night. I’d prefer to have this conversation then.”

“I look forward to that.”

Neither said anything for a long moment.

“Be careful,” she said, finally.

“I will,” he replied. He sounded as though he was just about to hang up, but she quickly jumped in before he could.

“Dusk.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t bring Hond. I want you all to myself.”
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The vision that night was different. What was dream and what was curse was difficult to distinguish. This time, Shilpy didn’t shy away from it. Driven by a need to understand, she allowed, no, leaped into the mind-mirage.

Loud trance music reverberated off the walls of a darkened nightclub. A sea of bodies writhed and twisted to the pounding sounds. Each beat carried the sea forward on a wave of abandonment. Couples locked in embraces ground against each other, small circles of people swayed like charmed snakes, and the occasional lone dancer moved to his or her own beat.

A blonde woman in black leather pants, a tank top, and a push-up bra stood to the side of the dance floor talking to Hond. Her make-up was impeccable, and some men dancing nearby glanced her way. Shilpy frowned. Why was a girl like that talking to Hond, of all people?

Terry stood near the two, casting dark looks towards the small booth where Dusk was deep in conversation with several other men.

“What do you desire to know, my friend?” Hond asked the woman with a sly smile.

“Is he seeing anyone?” she asked. “Does Dusk have a girlfriend?”

Tension built in and around Shilpy’s mouth, and she realised she was grinding her teeth. She tried to ignore the burning sensation in her stomach. A turmoil of emotions raged against this slut in black.

Hond smiled to himself, and a calculated look glided over his face. Shilpy could almost see one wicked thought after another running through his head, each delighting him more than the last.

“Yes, he is seeing someone,” Hond said. “I wouldn’t call it serious, though. In fact, they’ve been having some trouble.”

What the hell was this? Had Dusk told that back-stabbing son of a bitch about their fight?

“He planned to move to Melbourne,” Hond continued, “but she won’t follow him. In fact, he told me he was more interested in someone else.”

Shilpy was 90 percent sure Hond was lying, but it didn’t stop something inside her from dying. Could Dusk be interested in someone else? It was impossible. Wasn’t it?

The blonde leaned forward with interest and inadvertently provided Hond a better view of her cleavage.

“Really? Who?”

Hond laughed. The sound was playful, mocking. “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen the way he stares at you.”

“Me?” To her credit, the blonde appeared shocked, but she quickly recovered. A small smile built on her lips. “I hadn’t, no.”

Her head turned towards Dusk’s booth in the corner of the club. Dusk was still deep in conversation with the men from the boxing gym. The woman pursed her lips, excused herself, and quickly checked her appearance in a hand mirror. Then, with languid and sensual movements, she glided across the dance floor towards the booth. Shilpy wanted to elbow her from behind and send her sprawling in those stupid high-heel shoes.

Shilpy stepped forward, but a moment later everything shifted and she was sitting across from Dusk and the woman. The men had disappeared, but it was the same nightclub. Whether it was the same night, she couldn’t tell.

The smug bitch was seated a little bit too close to him. Two green cocktails in martini glasses rested half drunk on the table between them. The blonde uttered a soft, musical laugh to something Dusk had just said. She had her chest thrust out and was playing idly with a medallion, which rested just above her cleavage. Her body undulated slowly with unabashed sexuality.

Dusk smiled a patient, knowing smile. Taking it as an invitation, the blonde rubbed herself up against him and leaned forward. Her hand advanced to his leg. He placed his hand on the back of hers, stopping it from moving up his thigh. Then he returned it to her lap. His eyes turned hard.

“I’m spoken for,” he said, in a quiet, serious voice. Shilpy’s heart nearly leaped from her chest. Blondie stared at him in confusion and retreated.

“Oh, I didn’t realise. I thought—”

“I’m sorry if I led you on,”

“You’re sure?” she said. She raised her eyebrows, and her body language became seductive again. She teased the martini glass, rubbing the stem with long fingers. “People talk about you, you know.”

Dusk’s eyes narrowed. “Really?”

“They say you’re special. Extraordinary. I think so, too.”

“That’s kind of you,” he said, with an edge to his voice.

“You know what they say. What happens on out-of-town business trips . . .” She gave him a sideways look.

Dusk stood. “Thank you for the company.” His eyes locked onto hers, and then he strode away. Everything shifted again.

* * *

Dusk stood in the middle of a street. At the other end stood Wolf, holding a sword in both hands. He swung it back and forth experimentally and then looked up at Dusk.

“Where did you find it?”

“That isn’t important,” Dusk replied. Each word was measured and clipped. “You lied to me.”

“Yes,” Wolf replied, after a significant pause. He appeared outwardly calm, but there might have been a small note of fear behind his words. “Where is Anderson?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“Believe what you want, my friend.” Dusk paced back and forth like a caged lion. “What are you going to do with that?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?”

* * *

Shilpy spent the whole day agonizing over her conflicting emotions.

On the one hand, Dusk had proved himself and his fidelity the previous night, or he would, depending on whether the vision had revealed current or future events.

On the other hand, he was helping the Erisians. Assisting them in the war against the Keres Ter Nyx. He may have fought Aaliyah. Had he injured her? Or worse? Dusk was a big man, and could no doubt hurt someone badly if he wanted to. Still, it was one thing to know you could hurt someone else—quite another to actually do it.

But someone from the Keres Ter Nyx had killed one of the Erisians. Dusk’s former boss by the sounds of things. She tried to recall everything Wolf had said. Firstly, the Keres Ter Nyx had attacked them without warning, after agreeing to peace. If what he’d said was true, it meant the Keres Ter Nyx weren’t quite the victims Madame Jessica had made them out to be.

Secondly, Wolf had seemed more interested in protecting his people than seeking revenge, and Dusk had agreed with him. So Dusk was capable of violence but had chosen not to use it.

Lastly, the vision of Dusk standing across the street from Wolf indicated that the Erisians were going to betray him. The mothers with the Keres Ter Nyx kept control through lies and half-truths. Lies that made it more difficult for people to escape. Dusk obviously wanted out. Shilpy wondered what lies he’d been told to keep him in? An extended contract; Wolf’s guilt trip that he hadn’t lived up to expectations; Hond’s allusion to Dusk being something more, something special; the slut’s clumsy attempt to seduce him: was it all one giant manipulation?

Shilpy pulled the sheet Hond had used on the couch from the dirty-clothes basket. She hugged it to her body, inhaling the stale smell it had inherited lying next to all the other clothes. The faintest scent of the thin man lingered, but when she reached out with her mind, nothing happened.

She sat on the couch for ten minutes adjusting and spinning the sheet, trying to feel or sense some trace of the man’s past or future, but her curse failed her, just when she needed it most.

When she heard the sound of keys fumbling in front door’s lock, Shilpy sat bolt upright. Dusk’s eyes were bloodshot, and he was wearing the same clothes he’d had on at the bar in her vision.

“Hi, baby,” he said, before crossing the room and placing a light kiss on Shilpy’s lips. She knew they needed to talk but found her hand lingering on the back of his head. He paused, his face hovering only a few centimetres away. They kissed again, and a third time. Each kiss drew her further into him, and she felt light-headed. He lifted her up, and she wrapped her legs around his waist.

He buried his face into the nape of her neck, and she moaned with pleasure. They moved to the bedroom, pulling at the other’s clothes. In short order they were naked, and then he was inside her.

In the aftermath, Shilpy nestled into the sweat-drenched muscles between his shoulder and chest. Their heavy breathing was the only sound in the room. The moment stretched out one second at a time, with no concern for past or future.

Then slowly, the world crashed back in like the tide on a beach. All the noise and worries and concerns of the past few days, and the days to come, piled on top of her.

Somehow, they had to return to this. Their safe, boring lives. It’s what they both wanted. She chewed on her bottom lip, considering what to say. Dusk’s eyes were nearly closed, and he looked ready to fall asleep.

“About our chat,” she said, the words tumbling out.

Dusk sighed in exasperation and rolled over onto his side to face her, pulling her naked body into a tighter embrace.

“Go on.”

“Who is Hond? Why did he come here?”

“Melbourne can be like the Deepwater Horizon spill,” he said. “While Mestor knows I’m finishing once the project is over, Hond will stay on in some capacity and may need to clean up the mess.”

“You’re not like him.”

“In some ways, I’m not, but in other ways, we are very alike,” he said, stifling a yawn. “The man is fearless and committed. He would lay down his life for me. People underestimate him, and usually live to regret it. Although I will admit, he does make the Melbourne situation more complex.”

“How did you meet?”

“Why the sudden interest?” he asked, a little guardedly.

Shilpy looked up into his eyes, feeling his breath on her face. She traced her fingers across his skin and over his lips. “You keep your worlds separate. I understand, and I’ve tried to respect that. But it’s difficult because there’s so much about you I don’t know. I don’t like Hond. I don’t trust him. I don’t think he has your best interests at heart.”

Dusk sighed again and shifted so he was lying on his back. His dark eyes searched the ceiling. For a moment, Shilpy wasn’t sure he was going to say anything.

“My mother died when I was nine years old. The military attacked our village. Men with rifles, machetes, and tanks slaughtered farmers, shopkeepers . . . and even my three-year-old sister.”

Shilpy sat up in surprise. She’d expected him to talk about Melbourne. She’d had no idea about this.

“I was sent to an orphanage in a neighbouring town. The woman who ran the house beat us regularly.” A small crack found its way into his voice, and he paused. “I stayed until I was eleven, and then they sent me away. There were too many of us. Every day there were more people found homeless because of the civil war. The town couldn’t cope with us, and certainly not a bunch of homeless kids. They sent us to the city where it would be safer. We didn’t make it.”

Emotion built behind his eyes like an angry storm cloud. In all the time they’d known each other, Shilpy had never seen him look so vulnerable.

Dusk took a deep breath and continued.

“The back of the truck was sweltering. All the children, me included, were dehydrated. At some point, the truck stopped. We sat in the back, confused. There were people outside. Men started shouting and then a gun went off.

“We cowered together. Girls started crying, which set others off until everyone was in tears.

“Soldiers opened the back of the truck and forced everyone onto the dirt road. They separated the girls from the boys. The captain wandered up and down the line, past each of us. They examined me like the farmers used to inspect livestock. They asked me who I followed, and I said no one.

“‘Then you will follow us,’ they said. That day, I joined the ALA, the African Liberation Army. They taught me how to fight, how to kill my enemies with no mercy. Hond and I served together.”

Shilpy stared at Dusk in mute horror. How could she not have known this about him? She’d known he had secrets, but not one this big. If she’d been honest with him about her own past, would he have trusted her sooner? She’d thought they were good together, but it was becoming clear they didn’t know each other at all.

A child soldier. What did something like that do to a person? She placed her hand on his chest, searching for something to say. Every empty platitude she could come up with seemed wholly inadequate.

“He and I were manipulated by the ALA,” Dusk continued. “We thought we were part of something bigger and important. That we’d been chosen by the gods themselves. We did things. Horrible, unspeakable things . . .” Dusk’s voice trailed off. “I vowed that no one would ever control me like that again. That I would become strong enough to stop them.”

“Do you think it’s that simple to walk away from the past?” she asked.

“You can if you can make it right. Hond saved my life more times than I can count, and I his. He is my brother. I couldn’t abandon him, any more than I could abandon you. I hope one day you can get along.”

Shilpy pressed her lips together, but didn’t say anything. Even if she wanted to, how was she supposed to get along with Hond if he was trying to break them up? Except she couldn’t tell Dusk that. At least not yet. It would raise too many questions.  
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Dusk’s face contorted in pain as he kneeled in the street. Evening shadows fell over his broad chest, which rose and fell with heavy, panting breaths. Every muscle in his arms bulged and strained as if trying to burst free from his skin.

Dog-shaped shadows prowled around him. Their black forms slinked about, seemingly waiting for the moment or the command to strike. Their growls echoed off the nearby buildings.

Shilpy had never been fond of dogs, and these monsters—there were few other words to describe them—didn’t improve her opinion of the creatures. Some primal instinct urged her to run, but she couldn’t. That would mean abandoning Dusk.

Wolf stood opposite Dusk with a revolver in one hand and the sword from the previous vision in the other. He pointed the sword towards his opponent, and the creatures surrounding Dusk grew louder.

The shadows rallied in response to Wolf’s command. En masse, they gathered a few metres in front of Dusk and then descended on him. Blood flew from Dusk’s mouth and hit the concrete in front of him. Dark shape after dark shape leaped forward, shrinking and merging onto and through a ball of green light hovering at Dusk’s chest. Like a drill the shadows passed through the ball and bored into his body. 

Dusk’s mouth went slack, and he tilted left and right like a reed in the wind until the last of the shadows disappeared. For a long moment, Dusk almost dangled in place like a puppet, before collapsing to the concrete. The green ball fell, bounced off the ground, and rolled into the middle of the road.

* * *

Denise placed two cups of tea onto the table in front of them. She gave Shilpy the strangest of looks. It was only twenty minutes by train from Shilpy’s flat to Denise’s—a three-bedroom affair in Strathfield. Her flatmate, Tim, spent most of the year overseas doing god knows what, so they had the place to themselves.

Shilpy knew that the Keres Ter Nyx might be watching the flat. If so, they’d know she was here, but that didn’t seem important anymore.

Shilpy gave Denise a verbal dump of everything she’d seen in the visions up until now. In the dump she also included the fact that Dusk might be involved with the Erisians but would be betrayed in the not-too-distant future. But she didn’t tell her friend that Dusk had been a child soldier. She was still working through that one herself.

Denise sat with her arms crossed, trying to untangle it all. When Shilpy had finished, Denise leaned back in her chair and stared across the table through half-closed eyes.

“I need to find this sword.” Shilpy said. “Maybe if I have another vision, or can figure out how to focus it—”

“Shilps, why is that what you’re worried about? You just told me Dusk is working with the Erisians. Not just working with them—potentially fighting with them against our sisters.”

“I am worried about that, but the Erisians only seemed interested in protecting themselves. The Keres Ter Nyx were the ones picking the fight. If you saw the way the shadows attacked—”

“Shilps, that might have just been a dream. You said it yourself.”

“Denise, it might all be a dream. Everything I’ve seen, including Dusk working for the Erisians, came to me in a vision.”

Denise’s face dropped, and her eyes widened in sudden realisation. Perhaps at last she understood what a nightmare these visions could be. Shilpy took a sip of her tea.

“How often are you having visions?” Denise asked in a quiet voice.

“I’m not sure,” Shilpy said. “Once a day, maybe three times. I think the sword, the shadows, and Eris are all connected. Everything else is building to that. Every time I have that vision of Dusk, I see a little more. For instance, I only saw shadows attacking Dusk in my first vision, and now I can see that Wolf’s the one controlling the shadows with a sword. It’s all connected. I think I’m supposed to stop it. If we can find the sword first, then it won’t happen. Plus, if the two groups start fighting again, then the Erisians won’t be able to use it against the Keres Ter Nyx.”

“Stop! Listen to yourself!” Denise said, slamming her fist onto the table. Both mugs jumped a fraction into the air. Brown liquid painted the wood. Denise’s face twitched as she tried to regain control of her emotions. “What good is finding the sword if you’re losing your mind? You said you wanted to stop these visions.”

“I do, but Dusk . . . I can’t leave him to his fate. I won’t, Denise. I don’t want to lose him.”

“You need to take care of yourself, too.” Denise replied, her tone softening. “I’ve never seen you like this. You’re telling me all these things and there are times when I’m not sure if you even know where you are.”

“I can’t think of me right now. Not until Dusk is safe.”

“What if he’s a murderer?”

Shilpy’s heart caught in her throat. What if he was? She didn’t know for sure that he wasn’t. Then again, she didn’t know for sure that he was. Given his upbringing, she couldn’t be so naïve as to think he didn’t have blood on his hands.

Except he wanted to leave it behind. He’d told her as much. He hadn’t wanted to go after the people who’d killed his boss. He’d been worried about the men. She needed to confront him about it at some point, but there was no evidence. She hadn’t seen him do anything incriminating, either in real life or in a vision.

“I can’t know anything for sure,” Shilpy said, quickly. A little too quickly, perhaps.

“He’s a big guy,” Denise said. “Would make a good soldier. Also, have you considered that he might already know you’re Keres Ter Nyx? I mean, what are the odds that two people from each family would just happen to get together? It would mean he’s conning you.”

“I can’t believe that,” Shilpy said, but she could feel her stomach turning. It was hard to ignore Denise’s logic. Neither family was that big. It did seem improbable that of all the people she could get together with, the one she ended up seeing was a member of a rival cult.

If it were true, then their entire relationship was a sham. But why? He couldn’t know of her curse. And if he did, and wanted to use it for his own ends, surely he would have brought it up in the last year.

 She’d left the Keres Ter Nyx, so she didn’t know anything about their plans or who had done what. Plus, Dusk had been faithful to her. She’d seen it, or dreamed it.

 As for being a murderer . . .

“I don’t know what Dusk did or didn’t do. What I do know is this sword is a weapon. Wolf used it to control the shadows. If the Erisians possess the sword, then they can use it against our sisters. We have to stop them.”

“Stop them? What happened to avoiding Angela’s war?” Denise asked.

“This isn’t about her.”

Denise chewed on her bottom lip and played with an earring. It was unfair to ask Denise to get involved in this. The visions, the war, and Dusk’s part in it, whatever that was, had nothing to do with her.

“Alright, I’ll help you do some research. But that’s it. No more after this, and you’re not allowed to keep smiling at me like that.”

“I can’t help it,” Shilpy said. When this was all over, she was going to owe her friend big time.

Denise stood and collected the two mugs from the table. “My computer is in the other room. Let’s see what Google has to say.”

They made their way to Denise’s bedroom and seated themselves in front of her laptop. For the first time that day, Denise’s face relaxed as her fingers danced across the keyboard. 

“Describe this sword to me again,” Denise said, frowning in concentration. “Were there any distinguishing markings?”

Shilpy shut her eyes and tried to remember what it looked like. Without meaning to, she went back to the street and watched Dusk talk to Wolf.

“It has a thin handle. The hilt is long enough for me to wrap both my hands around,” Shilpy almost whispered, in a dreamy voice. “The blade is wide, and about sixty or seventy centimetres long. Inscribed in the centre of the sheath is a symbol of a mostly naked man kneeling forward. He’s carrying a giant stone on his back.”

When she opened her eyes, she found Denise glaring at her.

Shilpy shook her head. “Let’s just find the damn thing.”

They reasoned that the symbol was probably the most searchable feature and renewed the search with that. Denise’s research took them down various rabbit holes and into some of the more interesting corners of the Internet. Anyone else would have found this task impossible, but Denise knew what she was looking for and where to look for it.

Shilpy watched and marvelled at her friend’s ability to distinguish fantasy from what was a little bit more reliable.

Alone, Shilpy would have no chance of finding the sword. She knew she could spend an hour chasing down a lead only to find out it was a fictional sword from some computer game. Denise, though, had a background in the families’ lore, and her experience researching the obscure could give them a chance.

They were still looking when Thomas arrived home.

He burst into the room complaining loudly about the incompetence of drivers and their crusade to run all cyclists off the road. After a passionate and moderately amusing rant, he flicked his gaze to the computer, and then back to them.

Denise was still focused on her search. Shilpy, being little help to Denise, alternated her attention between them. 

When it became clear his audience wasn’t going to respond, Thomas launched into a bitter tirade about truck drivers, Sydney people, stop signs, small dogs, and Sydney people.

Shilpy listened patiently, and after several minutes Thomas calmed down. He blew a raspberry, disappeared into the kitchen, and returned with a beer for himself and wine for each of them. Shilpy took hers and sipped.

Thomas took a seat on the bed and chatted amicably while Denise scrolled through yet another website. Shilpy thought he might get bored, but then she noticed him glancing towards the computer again and chewing his bottom lip.

“D, are you going to be much longer?” he asked at last. “I was hoping to use the computer.”

Denise didn’t look away from the screen.

“You’re not still trying to infiltrate the Dark Web, are you?” she answered.

“You make it sound like I’m doing something dodgy,” he replied, failing to hide the irritation in his voice.

“Aren’t you? This is pretty important, Thomas.”

“The guy I’ve been talking to said he’d message me in about ten minutes.”

“Why don’t you use the Internet on your phone?”

“I hate the keyboard,” he said, making a face. “My fingers are too fat.”

“Who’s messaging you?” Shilpy asked, confused.

“Just a guy,” Thomas replied.

“He’s trying to buy a fake ID,” Denise said, her irritation giving way to exasperation.

“Fake passport, not a fake ID. I’m not a sixteen-year-old trying to buy a packet of cigarettes.”

Shilpy shook her head. How much trouble was this guy in? Based on his body language, he was definitely agitated. His gaze kept returning either to the computer or his watch. He’d previously suggested that he was running from something, but Shilpy had always thought it was just talk.

“Who are you running from that you need a fake passport?” she asked.

“I told you before—I’m trying to avoid certain people I don’t want to go to war against.”

Shilpy frowned. There was that word again. War. It was strange that she kept hearing it. What if . . .

“Maybe we should take a break, Denise,” she said, sipping her wine. “I don’t know if we’re getting anywhere. We’ve been at it for ages.”

“Thank you, Shilps. See, Shilps knows how to share.” Thomas grinned.

“Found it!” Denise cried, and spun the laptop around so Shilpy could get a better look.

Displayed on the screen was a list of objects with strange names. The row Denise pointed to contained a link to an item: the Sword of Ponos. Next to the link was the same symbol Shilpy had seen on the sword’s sheath in her vision. She leaned forward for a better look. Then something else caught her eye, and she froze.

Above the link to the sword was a link with a picture of a small green ball next to it. The same green ball she’d seen in her visions of Dusk kneeling in the street. Next to the picture was the name of the item: the Star of Fate. A shiver moved up and down her spine. She’d heard that term before. The Moirai had spoken of it on the night of the Ritual of Seers.

“You okay?” Thomas asked, looking at her.

“Fine,” she said. 

Denise selected the link to the sword and a new page replaced the old one.

 “The Sword of Ponos belonged to the god of toil and labour—son of Eris, the goddess of discord.” Denise stopped and glanced in Shilpy’s direction, her eyes wide. She read on. “The sword itself features heavily in the trials of Stipaul, the Greek demigod who supposedly retrieved the sword from a stone vault buried deep within the Earth. Stipaul is said to have used the sword to defeat the Shadow King in the war of shadows, according to the ancient texts of Thalna.”

Denise scrolled down the page, and Shilpy leaned forward. Two photos came into view. Thomas moved next to her and frowned.

“What’s this?” he asked, looking at the screen.

“There are two known swords that each claim to be the Sword of Ponos,” Denise read.

“That one,” Shilpy said, pointing to the image on the right. Denise and Thomas looked at her. “That’s the sword I saw.”

“You saw this?” Thomas asked, his eyes narrowing. The women glanced at each other.

“I saw the sword in a magazine,” Shilpy said hurriedly. “Dusk is into swords, and I thought I might buy it for his birthday.” 

Denise rolled her eyes.

Thomas looked at Shilpy sceptically but then shrugged.

“Well,” he said. “You might have found the sword online, but it doesn’t say who the owner is. So I don’t know how you’ll find it.”

Shilpy typed the web address into her phone.

“Could I use the computer now?” Thomas asked. Denise pushed her chair away from the desk, and they left Thomas to his shady transaction. Denise offered to cook dinner. Shilpy agreed to stay, and as her friend prepared the meal, she studied her phone.

“The Star of Fate is a sacred relic belonging to the Moirai, the goddesses of fate,” she read to herself. “According to mythology, the Star changed the fate of a baker boy and turned him into the king of the realm.” Why was she having visions about an object that could change a person’s fate?

“What was that?” Denise asked, from the kitchen. Shilpy pocketed her phone and smiled.

“Nothing.”








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




Shilpy was halfway to the train station before she realised she was being followed. The van was the same one that had pulled up outside Madame Jessica’s. Where it had come from, Shilpy couldn’t be sure. It certainly hadn’t been waiting near Denise’s.

The van was definitely following her. It was a block behind and driving too slowly. It also didn’t have its lights on. Shilpy kept her head down and tried her best not to glance over her shoulder.

There had been five women in the van at Madame Jessica’s. How many were in there now? Probably not as many. If they were staking out Denise’s house, it wouldn’t make sense to have that many people sitting in a van just in case their target turned up.

That might be why they hadn’t grabbed her straight away. They were waiting for reinforcements. They knew Shilpy had been trained to fight. What they didn’t know was how unfit she currently was. The truth was, she’d got lucky at Madame Jessica’s. If it came to it, Shilpy doubted she’d be able to take down one of these women, let alone five.

She kept heading towards the train station. With luck, any extra support would be sent there. So long as Shilpy continued in that direction, the van might hold back.

Still, she couldn’t actually go to the train station. What to do? Then it came to her.

She turned off into a long lane. It wasn’t well lit, but the left side was filled with apartment block after apartment block. The right was fenced off, and the fence was in various states of disrepair.

Shilpy picked up the pace. This lane didn’t exactly lead to the train station, but it would take her in the general direction. Eventually, it would turn back into Mosely Street, which would take her back towards the station. But more importantly, further down, she could take a shortcut through a park directly behind one of the apartment buildings to Everton Street and Strathfield station. A shortcut that the van wouldn’t be able to take.

If she could lose the van for just a few minutes, but fool the driver into thinking she was still going to the train station, she might be able to escape. 

She didn’t dare look back as she walked down the narrow lane. It wasn’t the sort of street she would choose to walk down after dark and, despite her efforts to appear calm, she broke into a light trot.

At last, she reached the apartment she was after. She climbed over a small iron fence and skipped across the grass and between the flats. The van wouldn’t be able to follow her now. Sure enough, she heard a dull roar behind her as the van gunned its engine and sped down the lane. No doubt it would try and circle around and catch her at the other end of the shortcut. 

Once it had shot past, she turned back the way she’d come and climbed over the fence again. She sprinted through the night back up towards a section of fencing that had almost fallen down on the other side of the lane. She climbed over it and into a backyard.

The lights in the house were on, and she could hear the dull roar of a television. Fortunately, the residents had closed the curtains.

Shilpy found a spot in the shadows and called a taxi. She heard a vehicle rumble past, but whether it was the van she couldn’t be sure.

Dammit, that was too close. She needed to be more careful.

She drew her knees up to her chest and waited, lost in thought. She knew she should move closer to the road, but she had access to the driveway from where she sat and would easily see the taxi when it pulled up.

“How could they lose her?” an angry voice said from behind the fence. The voice belonged to a woman with a faint European accent. Shilpy didn’t dare move.

“Bunch of incompetents. Who is this girl anyway?” another woman said, her voice a little louder than her companion’s. The two women were walking up the street towards her location.

“Mother Wick wouldn’t say. But she wants her bad. She keeps saying the war isn’t over yet.”

“Tell that to the other mothers. Check the other side of that fence.”

Shilpy held her breath and pulled her knees in closer, trying to move as far into the shadows as she could. The fence she was leaning against groaned under the weight of whoever was leaning against it. A shadowy face appeared above the fence line.

It looked right and then towards Shilpy before disappearing.

“Nothing.”

“Okay, let’s try the next one.”

A moment later light spilled onto the driveway. Shilpy leaped to her feet and sprinted across the lawn, dodging and jumping over various children’s toys until she reached the taxi.








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




The bookstore was quiet. A few of the usual customers stopped by, but none bought anything. Towards lunchtime, Shilpy found herself flicking through the Sydney Morning Herald looking for a distraction.

Every time someone walked through the door, she tensed up. What if it was the Keres Ter Nyx? It had been a shock to discover they were still staking out Denise’s house. They were more serious about finding her than she’d expected. Why, though? To exploit her visions? Did Angela plan to use them as a weapon against the Erisians?

The visions were becoming more difficult to control. With each new vision, Shilpy felt her grip on the here and now slip further away. Every day it was becoming harder to determine where she needed to be, and what she needed to worry about. Had this already happened? Was it about to happen? Or was it happening right now? It was maddening.

Denise was right. Shilpy needed to figure out how to get rid of the visions before she lost her mind.  If Angela wanted to abuse her gifts, she might lose her grip on reality altogether. She just needed to resolve this situation, then she was out. 

The front page of the newspaper outlined the latest in the American political circus, followed by a story outlining the latest in the Australian political circus. It also promised a saucy celebrity scandal on page 5.

The articles held little of interest. Shilpy settled on a story about mindfulness, which seemed appropriate.

The truth was she was more interested in the newspaper itself than its content. She didn’t usually read the news, but today it was a useful anchor. Something that could keep her present. Shilpy’s eyes kept flicking to the date printed in the header: Tuesday, 12 October. She knew where she was and when she was.

She checked the lottery numbers, which, amusingly, included 12, 10, 20, and 17—today’s date, she thought with a smile. Then she slumped back into her chair. She wished someone would buy something. Anything to distract her.

The day remained quiet. Lunch passed through to one o’clock, and still, the bookstore saw no customers.

Shilpy’s eyes grew heavy, but she dreaded going to sleep. For the past few nights, she’d lain awake praying she wouldn’t have another dream. She was becoming scarily intimate with each of the cracks in the ceiling above her bed.

A student entered the store a little after 2:00 pm. She browsed through several books and made a small purchase. After the student left, Shilpy sighed with exasperation and returned to the uncomfortable chair behind the desk. She was just about to make a coffee when a familiar surge rushed through her mind.

Shilpy gripped the desk until her knuckles turned white. Stay present. Please stay present. Then everything slipped away, and she was somewhere else.

* * *

The alleyway was long and well lit. The cool air chilled her bare arms. Shilpy spun in a slow circle before recognising she was a few blocks from her flat. The distant drone of cars from nearby King Street, the main road running through Newtown, floated over the buildings.

In the distance, she could hear shouting, barking, and what sounded like gunfire. She perked her head up, trying to sense where the noise was coming from. The sounds shifted to snarling followed by high-pitched screaming.

Two men were circling each other at the other end of the road. Wolf raised the Sword of Ponos towards Dusk. Dusk was unarmed. He moved back and forth in a shallow arc, his eyes on Wolf the whole time. Neither man saw Shilpy.

A figure appeared from the opposite end of the alley and sprinted towards the men. Hond. He was wearing a white singlet covered in bloodstains. Between his hands, he held a round ball the size of a lawn bowl. It pulsed with a faint green light and was wrapped in one of Shilpy’s old towels. He skidded to a halt a few metres from Wolf, his eyes fixed on the two combatants.

Then he turned around. Like out of a horror movie, the streetlights behind him flickered. The alley erupted into loud barking from dozens of animals. The darkness appeared on the road and started to descend on the men and Shilpy.

I have to stop this. I have to—

* * *

Shilpy howled. She was back in the bookstore. Her whole body was shaking, and her skin had gone clammy. The chill of the alley clung to her. When she shut her eyes, she fancied she could see the shadow monsters leaping towards Dusk and the boxer.

She dashed to the employee bathroom and seized the sides of the sink with both hands. It felt solid. Yes, solid was good. A pillar to the here and now. She splashed cold water on her face and rubbed it into her eyes and hair. She couldn’t stop shaking.

The more she saw in the vision, the less there was to like. What were those shadows? Something wicked and violent.

After collecting herself, she paced up and down between the bookshelves. Perhaps if she read something. Anything to occupy her mind. Except her thoughts kept returning to Dusk in that alley.

What happens to him? Is that where he dies? 

Her footsteps quickened, and she almost broke into a run.

Stay focused on the here and now.

Does the boxer kill him?

Don’t lose yourself to the vision.

When will this happen?

Can I stop it?

Shilpy took a deep breath. Denise had urged her against using her powers again. Except she had to know. She halted in front of the desk. Placing one hand on the wooden surface to steady herself, she shut her eyes and focused on the alleyway. Once she discovered what happened next, she’d stop. Just one more vision.

* * *

The room looked a lot like a lecture theatre at Sydney University. But this place was smaller. Standing in front of a podium was a tall, thin man with greasy black hair pulled back from his forehead. He’d used so much hair product that his hair looked like a solid mass.

He wore a black pinstriped suit with a white shirt and a blue tie. A blue handkerchief decorated his jacket pocket. He held a small gavel in his hand but clearly wasn’t a judge. Nor was this a courtroom. He slammed the wooden hammer down onto the podium and shouted, “Sold!”

A splatter of polite applause started behind Shilpy and echoed off the walls. Realising that she wasn’t alone, she looked around the room. The people were all well-to-do, and most were older than her. In fact, she was the youngest one there.

A younger man in a blue suit scowled at her from across the room. There was nothing friendly about his look. Shilpy returned his stare with calm poise before turning her attention back to the small stage.

The auctioneer left the podium and took the hand of a fifty-something woman. After congratulating her, he directed her towards a blonde starlet, who looked as though she’d just stepped off the set of a game show. Once they were gone, the auctioneer returned to his spot on the podium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our next antique is a sword.” The starlet returned carrying a stand. She placed it on a small table to the auctioneer’s right. “This sword is an item of rare and ancient heritage. Originating from Greece, it has been in the same family for the last two hundred years, passed down from one generation to the next. We present for your consideration the antique known as the Sword of Ponos.”

The starlet carried the sword carefully across the stage and placed it on the stand for all to see.

Shilpy sat up, wide-eyed. She scanned the room, trying to ascertain where and when this was. A small digital clock hung on the wall. The time was 2:00 pm and the day was 15 October. She was three days in the future. Above was a sign that read, “New Relic Auctions”.

There was no point in trying to write down the name and time. Shilpy couldn’t very well take the paper slip back with her. Instead, she concentrated on committing them to memory.

“Ladies and gentlemen, how much can I expect to hear for such a valuable and unique artefact?” The man picked up the gavel again and leaned forward. “Shall we begin the bidding at $10,000?”

Shilpy began to stand, and—

* * *

Shilpy fell forward and rested her head comfortably on someone’s lap. Her short legs stretched out across a bed. A hand rested lightly on top of her head. Fingers were limply entwined in her hair. Shilpy wanted the woman to run those fingers through her hair, but they wouldn’t move.

“Mummy, Mummy. Wake up, Mummy!” someone was shouting. Shilpy turned her head and saw Aaliyah. She was only a child, maybe eight years old. Small hands shook the woman upon whose lap Shilpy rested. Over and over she screamed, “Wake up, Mummy. Wake up!” But Mummy didn’t respond.

Mummy was often like this. Sometimes she went away for a little while. Mummy told Shilpy that they shouldn’t worry about her when she was like this, that she went to her special place. Except sometimes she was gone for a long time. Shilpy’s belly ached. It felt as if she had a woodpecker inside her tummy and it was peck, peck, pecking at the insides.

“Aaliyah?” Shilpy said.

“What?” Her sister’s voice was raw and hoarse.

“Is Mummy dead?”

“No, but I don’t think she can take care of us anymore.” 

Shilpy started to cry.

* * *

Denise laughed loudly at something Thomas had said. They were sitting in Shilpy’s flat. It was the night Shilpy had invited them for dinner. Thomas was going on and on about becoming a self-made millionaire by the time he turned thirty. He joked about a series of ridiculous heirlooms he planned on buying, and how he’d cover everything in gold.

Dusk was laughing, too. It was a moment to treasure, but Hond would arrive soon, and everything would come crashing down.

* * *

Shilpy was lying in her single bed in the dorm room she shared with three of her sisters. Faint snoring rumbled from the corner. It was late, and they were supposed to be asleep.

The door opened. Soft light spilled onto the wall behind her. Then the door closed again and quiet footsteps padded across the carpet. Shilpy squeezed her eyes shut, not daring to move. Her hands involuntarily squashed her pillow until she had it in a vice-like grip.

“Shh,” a voice said. She recognised it immediately. It was Mark, from number four. 

The girl in the bed next to hers whimpered. July Stills. She didn’t talk much.

“I know,” Mark said, in a voice some might think kind. “You need to be brave. This is for the Keres Ter Nyx. The night is with us always.”

Shilpy flinched at July’s first cry and tried to suppress the rolling feeling in her stomach. Minutes later it was all over, and the man got up and left. The snoring was gone. Only the sound of July’s weeping filled the room. Everyone else pretended to be asleep.

* * *

Shilpy sat on a bar stool. Her stomach was grumbling, and she had no idea when she’d last eaten. A glass of water stood on the bar. Her face ached. The woman behind the bar kept glancing at her. “Buy something or leave,” her eyes said.

Shilpy’s backpack sat on her lap. Something round and heavy weighed down her legs. She opened the bag and found the lawn-bowl-sized crystal ball—the Star of Fate. Beneath the glass, green and grey mist tumbled and turned at the whim of hidden eddies. Shilpy couldn’t even begin to guess at the source of the wind, or whatever was shifting the mist. There was no pattern to it. The movement was gentle, and it was easy to imagine she was looking at a different planet.

The woman behind the bar coughed, pulling Shilpy’s attention back to her. “Last drinks,” she said.

Shilpy nodded, on the verge of tears but not sure why.

* * *

The surrounding air burned her naked skin and the back of her throat. The only light was from a small brazier in the corner. She wasn’t alone.

“The Ritual of Seers is a divine responsibility we must all complete,” Angela said. “It reveals to us those who have been touched by the children of our goddess Nyx. The gods may impart upon us divine gifts, which we must wield with great wisdom and responsibility.”

“Do the gods ever take back their gifts?” Shilpy asked.

“Do not dwell on such questions. For if the gods wish to punish you, they will devise any manner of tortures far beyond our wildest nightmares.”

Angela’s firm hand took Shilpy’s, and she knew it was time to begin the ritual.

* * *

She was kneeling on the ground. It was day, but the sky had a faint green tinge to it. A mist shifted and tumbled just above her. It was the same colour as and moved identically to whatever was inside the crystal ball.

Three women observed Shilpy from the opposite side of the road. The Moirai beckoned her. “Come to us,” they said in one voice. “The shadows surround you. Come to us.”

* * *

Shilpy tumbled backward into a bookshelf. Her legs collapsed beneath her. The world spun. Half a dozen books spilled from the shelf. The room wouldn’t stop turning. It was worse than being drunk.

She clutched at the carpet with both hands trying to feel something that was real, something that she could use to ground herself. Was this another vision? Shilpy crawled across the floor and into the bathroom, where she vomited several times.

She flopped to the ground clutching the toilet seat. The cold porcelain felt reassuring against her cheek. A few minutes passed, and her surroundings didn’t change. Warily, she clambered to her feet and washed the taste of vomit from her mouth. Once presentable, she staggered back to the desk trying to process everything she’d just seen.

The newspaper lay open on the desk where she’d left it.

Her mind was a jumble of memories and images. She needed to focus. So many emotions: desperation, fear, shame. Was this what had happened to her mother? Was this why she’d sat on the bed, not moving and reliving things best forgotten?

She and Aaliyah had been taken away from their mother because people thought she was mad. With the vision still fresh in her mind, Shilpy found it hard to blame them. Maybe things weren’t as black and white as she’d always believed.

On the other hand, she and her sister hadn’t been stolen away for their well-being. She could relate to what Dusk had said about being controlled and manipulated. She had her own horror stories, and although she’d left before anyone had the chance to touch her, in her silence, Shilpy felt complicit in what had happened on those nights in the Keres Ter Nyx dorm rooms.

She shook her head. She had to get control back. There was nothing she could do about what had already happened. She had to focus on what she could do now.

She’d triggered the vision to discover what would happen to Dusk. She’d failed to find out, but now she knew where the sword would be—New Relic Auctions on 15 October. She needed to make sure she was there. She pulled a pen from the drawer and scribbled the date on top of the newspaper.

She stared at the writing for a long moment. This didn’t actually help her. What good was it to know where the sword was going to be? She didn’t have $10,000 to bid for it.

That’s when she noticed the date on the newspaper: 9 October. Her phone confirmed it. Hadn’t the newspaper read 12 October before? Had that been a vision? Or was this a memory? Or the present?

Unsure how long she had before she was swept away somewhere else, she grabbed her bag and raced out the door, leaving a Back in Five Minutes sign.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




“Sold!” the auctioneer called, pointing his gavel at Shilpy. “To the pretty Indian lady in the hoody.”

She stood to a chorus of murmuring. Somebody patted her on the back, but she took no notice. Shuffling down the aisle towards the podium, Shilpy passed her main competitor for the sword, the young man with the bent nose in the blue suit. He stood and blocked her path.

“Excuse me, miss,” he said, his voice icy. Thin lips twisted in a smile of mock politeness.

“Yes?”

“I wonder if I could interest you in a side deal. I represent a wealthy individual who would offer an aggressive price for this item.”

She smiled back at him politely. “A shame he wasn’t here.” She moved to pass him, and when he didn’t budge, she stepped over the vacant seat in the next row down. Blue Suit grabbed her by the arm.

“Please, miss, if you would speak with me, we can be very—”

“Please take your hand off me,” Shilpy said. Everyone in the room was staring at them. Blue Suit either didn’t notice or didn’t care. His eyes remained locked on Shilpy’s, but after a moment he released her. With his other hand, he gave her a business card.

“Please,” he said.

Eager to escape, she pocketed the card without looking at it. She stepped into the aisle one row down, crossed to the stairs, and then strode to the bottom of the theatre, where the blonde starlet waited.

The starlet exchanged a quiet word with the auctioneer, and both gave Mr Blue Suit significant glances. Then the starlet led Shilpy away.

Shilpy followed the thick smell of perfume into a side room. The starlet ushered her to a table, and they went through the formalities of transferring ownership of the Sword of Ponos.

“Would you like to pay a deposit?”

“I’ll pay it in full.” With a small smile, Shilpy wrote a cheque for $37,000. “What happens next?”

The starlet passed several documents over to be signed and then gave Shilpy instructions on where to go. Shilpy left the auction house and followed the starlet’s directions to a warehouse in an attached building. A surly fifty-something woman with pink hair took the invoice the starlet had given Shilpy. Then she shuffled off to retrieve the sword.

She placed it in a long mailing box filled with foam and bubble wrap, to protect it during transport. In short order, the box was closed and handed over.

Just like that, the Sword of Ponos was Shilpy’s.

She spotted Blue Suit waiting in the car park well before he saw her. No prizes for guessing who he was waiting for.

Without missing a beat, Shilpy swung away from the car park and trotted back toward the far side of the building, making sure he saw her. After turning a corner, she glanced back in time to see him cursing and hurdling over the fence. Once she was out of sight, she sprinted to the end of the building and turned again.

Shilpy circled the block until she was back in the deserted car park. A quick glance indicated she’d lost him for the moment. She paid for parking and dashed back to the car, throwing the sword in the back seat.

It wasn’t until she’d driven through the boom gate that he caught up. He leaped in front of the car and slapped his hand on the bonnet.

“Give me the sword, bitch.”

Shilpy inched the car forward threateningly. “I’ll call the police or run you down. Whichever is quicker.”

“You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

Shilpy edged the car forward another metre and a half and pushed Mr Blue Suit towards the road. He glanced nervously over his shoulder at the passing traffic.

“Move or be moved,” she said. Blue Suit stood there for a long moment before raising his hands in an ‘I surrender’ pose.

“This isn’t over, Keres Ter Nyx,” he said, pointing his finger at her.

“You’re wrong, Erisian, about a great many things!”

He stepped to the side, and Shilpy sped away. She detoured into side streets in case he was following. Then she made a U-turn and headed towards the city. City driving had always been a nightmare, but this was a worthwhile exception.

Even if she weren’t trying to lose a tail, she would have gone to the city. She felt dirty having won the sword. Dirty for abusing her vision for personal profit. She parked on Wattle Street and navigated through the city by foot until she reached an innocuous tall building. A young woman with a nose ring sat at the front desk. Behind her was a sign for the Children in Need charity.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Yes, I’d like to make a donation.”

“How wonderful, that’s very generous of you.”

Shilpy grinned and handed over the cheque for $513,000, the remains from her lotto number winnings. The money would help to alleviate the suffering of child soldiers and children displaced during times of war. She liked to think that Dusk would be proud of her.

* * *

She’d found the sword. If the vision came true, the Erisians would be after it. If they got their hands on it, the attack on Dusk would happen shortly after.

Shilpy returned home. She carried the box containing the sword up the two flights of stairs and then into the bedroom, where she laid it out on the bed.

She severed the tape with a knife and carefully unwrapped the item from the packaging material. It was beautiful.

The weapon had an unusual shape—different from almost every blade she’d trained with. Weighted at one end, it was bulkier than a katana but felt pleasing and comfortable in the hand. The symbol of Ponos, the almost-naked man toiling beneath a large rock, decorated the sheath of the weapon. The sword was heavier than Shilpy preferred but in excellent condition. The metal shone like a mirror. She was almost afraid to touch it.

If only she didn’t have to get rid of it.

Tonight, she’d drive an hour or so out of Sydney and bury the thing off-road somewhere. Dusk wouldn’t complete his contract with the Erisians, but at least he’d live. Shilpy went through the bedroom cupboard where they kept their odds and ends and pulled out her gardening trowel. A shovel would be better, but she didn’t own one. Inner-city living made it difficult to keep a garden. Especially as a renter. 

He’d call soon, and once they’d caught up on the events of the day, she’d go. She searched through several drawers, but Dusk had moved her gardening gloves. She couldn’t find them anywhere. Ten minutes later, the front door opened.

“Hi, baby,” Dusk’s voice called from the other room. “You home?”

Shilpy froze mid-search. For half a second she considered not answering. What was he doing home? She bit her lip. “I’ll be right out,” she cried. She needed to hide the sword.

No, that wouldn’t work. He could come in at any moment. She left the box on the bed, closed the door behind her, and joined him in the kitchen. They embraced, and she positioned herself between him and the bedroom. After a long kiss, she led him into the kitchen.

“Drink?” she asked, thinking on her feet.

“Please.”

Shilpy handed him a beer, and while he was opening it, she moved his bags into the bedroom. She dropped them onto the floor and looked around frantically. If he found the sword here, he would take it down to Melbourne. Plus, she’d have to endure all manner of uncomfortable questions about why it was here in the first place. She hid the sword in the cupboard, positioned a closed suitcase in front of it, and then closed the cupboard door.

When she returned, he’d taken a seat on the couch. “How did it go?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light.

“Not well.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Everything was lined up. We’d done our research and found the artefact. I even came home early to meet Anderson, but someone outbid us.”

Oh shit.

“Someone outbid you?” she said, noticing her voice rising to a squeak.

“Yeah. We’ll track down the new owner and offer a side deal. She’s been resistant, but Anderson said he managed to give her his business card.”

“Who is she?” Shilpy asked, holding her breath.

“We don’t know yet. We’ll still acquire the item, but it may take longer. I’d hoped to have put this all behind me by the end of the week.” He sighed and shook his head wearily. “Mestor better not be messing with me.”

Shilpy frowned, noticing for the first time his stiff posture, rigid muscles, clenched jaw, and corded neck. She took a seat next to him. “What makes you think he is?”

“I don’t know. I have a feeling maybe he’s manipulating me.”

“I hope not,” she replied, pressing her lips together. It was a little frightening seeing Dusk this worked up.

“There will be hell to pay if he is. I won’t be used.” He frowned and blinked several times. As if he was coming back to himself. “Enough about me. Are you okay?

“I’m fine.”

“You didn’t call me, so I assume no more bad dreams.”

“A few, but it’s been better,” she said, feeling ashamed for lying.

Dusk embraced her. “I wish I could be here more,” he said, in a soothing tone. She rested her head on his chest. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Her arms tightened around his waist. “No, have a drink with me.”

“I really should—”

Shilpy leaned over and kissed him. He reeked, but she did her best to ignore it. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, and then he nodded.

She tore herself away from the hug and returned to the kitchen to pour a glass of wine. When she returned, he’d vanished. For a moment she feared he’d gone to the bedroom, but then she spotted his dark shape against the skyline, standing on the balcony.

The air outside had dropped a few degrees, but the sun was still warm. Dusk wordlessly placed his arm around her waist as she approached. “Why do you think you’re having so many bad dreams?”

The sun slipped behind the shadow of the building opposite, and Shilpy nestled closer to him for warmth. He really did need a shower.

“I worry,” she said. “I worry all the time about what’s going to happen. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m dreaming or recalling a memory. I worry about you in Melbourne, about you getting hurt.”

Dusk ran a hand through her hair but said nothing.

“I worry about us staying together, and that I offended you last time we spoke. I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

Dusk kissed the top of her head. “Your question made me uncomfortable, but maybe it wasn’t unreasonable. We can talk about it, but not now.”

Shilpy grimaced. Losing the sword had him seriously agitated. How was she going to get it out of the room? Could she hide it until tomorrow?

He lifted her chin and their lips met. His kiss was bold, hard, and filled with meaning. They ordered takeaway, opened another bottle of white, and then found a seat on the balcony and stared at the cars parked below.

“It will all be over soon,” Dusk said. Shilpy curled her head around and stared at the bedroom door before returning her gaze to the winding-down city.

“What if you can’t find the heirloom?”

“I will. It’s only a matter of time, and I’m sure I can convince this mysterious buyer to sell us the sword.”

“What if she won’t?”

Dusk didn’t say anything, but something in his eyes left her cold. 
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Where am I? 

The faint green mist swirled and spun in eddies around her. She could see only a metre ahead. The air wasn’t cold. Instead, it felt like steam against her skin—like being inside a sauna.

In contrast, the concrete chilled the balls of Shilpy’s naked feet. She stumbled forward through the fog with hands outstretched. It felt as though she was walking in circles. If she could locate a wall, maybe she could feel her way out.

The sound of voices ahead startled her. Relieved, she almost called to them for help, but something stopped her. There was no way of telling if the people the voices belonged to were friends—or foes. After pausing to listen, she adjusted her direction and stumbled blindly forward. She changed course a few more times, trying to narrow in on the conversation.

“Time, time, time, there is no time,” three voices moaned in unison. Shilpy stopped. The Moirai! Did they know that she was here? Maybe, maybe not. She took one step backward, turned, and sped away in the opposite direction. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? She’d gone only a few steps before she heard the three voices ahead of her.

“Come to us, our servant. Before it is too late.”

A small scream escaped Shilpy’s lips. She quickly smothered it with her hands. They’d been behind her—how could they be ahead? Shilpy spun and ran in a new direction, lurching through the mist with hands outstretched. She crashed into something and tripped but immediately climbed back onto her feet.

Keres Ter Nyx women weren’t trained to be weak. She might no longer be a sister, but she was no pushover either. A few cuts and grazes wouldn’t stop her.

She kept running. Her bare feet pounded the concrete. She ran until her lungs burned. She ran until the minutes dragged into an hour. She ran until time lost all meaning. She ran because she couldn’t afford to stop.

Everywhere the mist followed her. There was no way out of it. She stumbled once more, and somebody caught her. Shilpy lay in their arms panting, but then more limbs tangled around her body. Hands seized her arms and wrists. She gawked up at the three women staring down at her.

“Time’s up,” they said in unison.

Shilpy screamed.

* * *

The ring of Dusk’s phone pierced through the haze of sleep. Shilpy groaned. She’d fallen asleep in one of the chairs on the balcony. Someone had wrapped a blanket over her. The ringing stopped. She was tempted to roll over and go back to sleep but couldn’t help noticing Dusk’s frown.

He leaned against the kitchen counter staring at a spot on the floor. 

Panic gripped her. The sword! No, she couldn’t see it anywhere.  It must still be hidden away. It couldn’t stay in the cupboard, though. By itself, it might go unnoticed for a few days, but with the box and the wrapping, she wouldn’t be able to keep it where it was for very long.

For the moment, Dusk seemed intent on the phone. She could hear frantic babbling from whoever was on the phone from the balcony.

“Whoa, whoa, slow down, my friend.” Dusk paced back and forth, listening intently to the voice on the other end of the line.

“No. Don’t do that . . . I don’t . . . Hond, that isn’t necessary. Hond!”

The conversation continued, and with each minute that passed, Dusk grew more agitated. Finally, in exasperation, he hung up. He looked as if he might fling his phone off the balcony but spotted that she was awake and instead joined her. “Hond is flying up. He’s going to stay the night.”

She groaned. “I don’t—”

“Too late. It’s done.” His tone held an air of finality. She didn’t like it but had heard him speak this way before—he wasn’t going to accept any further arguments. From his perspective, the conversation was over. She glanced towards the bedroom.

“When will he arrive?” Shilpy asked.

“He called from the airport,” Dusk replied. “Maybe three hours.”

“Will you pick him up?” If she could get Dusk out of the house, maybe she could hide the sword properly. She wouldn’t be able to sneak it out while both men were here. The apartment was too small.

Dusk shook his head. “The man insists on coming up, so he can make his way here.” Despite all Dusk’s speeches about Hond’s loyalty, Shilpy had the sense he wasn’t too happy about the uninvited visit. Shilpy poured another glass of wine, and Dusk put on a movie. Then she disappeared into the bedroom to try to improve the sword’s hiding spot.

Two hours later, there was a loud knock on the door. Shilpy made a point of ignoring it. Dusk stood and, grumbling under his breath, went to answer it.

“Anderson?” Dusk exclaimed, with genuine surprise in his voice. “What are you doing here?”

Shilpy froze. It wasn’t Hond? She moved to the door to see what was going on. Blue Suit from the auction stood on the other side. How had he found her?

Anderson’s eyes were wide open with surprise, but then his gaze flicked to Shilpy, and they narrowed. “Mestor knew you would betray us.” Without warning, he pulled a revolver from a barely visible holster inside his jacket.

Faster than Shilpy would have thought possible, Dusk seized Anderson by his wrist. He hooked an arm under the man’s elbow, pinning him. Blue Suit’s eyes bulged. With an effortless twist, Dusk broke his opponent’s arm.

Anderson screamed, and Dusk spun and threw him across the room. After landing upside down on the couch, Anderson rolled off the cushions and onto the floor.

With both hands clenched into fists, Dusk stormed towards him. Anderson twisted onto his side, his revolver in his other hand, but Dusk kicked the man before he fired, and the shot went wide. The television shattered and fizzed.

Frantically, Shilpy scanned the apartment for a weapon. The sword was in the other room, but the kitchen was closer. She snatched a butcher’s knife, but when she turned back, the two men were wrestling in a tangle of limbs and grunts.

Shilpy advanced, looking for a clean opening, afraid of hitting Dusk. A moment later, the gun fired again, and the two men went still. Shilpy stared in horror. What happened to the bullet?

Slowly, Dusk stood. His chest was rising and falling rapidly. His eyes were wild, and his hands opened and closed. Anderson didn’t move. A pool of red crept across the floor.

* * *

Shilpy had suggested calling the police, but Dusk had insisted they wait. It didn’t seem right, but he’d told her to trust him. Part of her wanted to argue, but another part of her didn’t want to deal with what was happening. So she held her tongue and waited.

Hond arrived less than an hour later. He looked as if he’d run from the airport to their house.

 Dusk led him to the body without a word. Shilpy had helped him move it onto a white sheet. Hond’s face betrayed no emotion. Shilpy sat at the table scrubbing the bloodstains out of a cushion.

She wanted to hide in some small corner of the room. This was their home, their apartment, the place where she should feel safe. Now a corpse lay in the centre of it, staring at her.

Shilpy continued scrubbing.

“Why is he here?” Dusk asked Hond.

“I do not know, my friend,” Hond replied. He stared coldly at the corpse. “We need to get rid of the body,” he said at last.

“Mestor will kill us,” Dusk replied.

“He can try,” Hond said. “Let them come. We’ll show them what fear and pain is.”

Dusk glanced at Shilpy as if he’d forgotten she was there. He crossed the room and placed his hands on her shoulders. “It would be best if you weren’t here,” he explained. Shilpy pulled away but nodded. He was right. He was always right. She needed to go.

“I . . . I’ll sleep at Denise’s.”

Dusk smiled and turned back to Hond. Shilpy grabbed her bag and keys, and then she was out the door. Before she knew it, she was running through the streets of Sydney. She was four blocks away before she remembered the sword.

* * *

Shilpy’s hands were still shaking when she stepped off the train a stop before Strathfield. If the Keres Ter Nyx were still watching Denise’s house, she needed to be careful. She caught an Uber to the house behind Denise’s and then slipped through the neighbours’ backyard and to Denise’s back door.

It was a little after eleven when a confused, bleary-eyed Thomas answered the door.

“Shilps?” he said, sounding both pleased and surprised. “You alright? Denise is asleep. What are you doing here? Why did you come around the back?”

“Thomas, do you mind if I sleep here tonight?”

He scratched the back of his head, looking confused. “Of course.” He stepped aside. “You fight with Dusk?”

“Something like that. I just need somewhere to stay.” He led her to the couch. In short order he had sheets and a blanket organised. He didn’t ask any more questions or make small talk, but she could feel his eyes on her the whole time.

Reflexively, she kept checking her white cotton shirt for blood. Or any evidence of Anderson. At least she’d stopped shaking.

Once the bed was made, Thomas wished her pleasant dreams and returned to the bedroom, shutting the door behind him. Shilpy huddled on the couch for a few minutes, staring into space.

 Every time she closed her eyes, the sightless gaze of the dead man lying on the white sheet waited for her.

Yes, she’d been trained to fight, and her upbringing hadn’t been what most people would describe as normal. But she’d never seen a dead body before.

She’d murdered him. She might not have pulled the trigger, but his death was on her. She shouldn’t have tried to change things. Because of her selfishness, Blue Suit was dead.

Shilpy replayed the events over and over in her head. Anderson came at Dusk with a gun. He attacked them in their home. It had been self-defence. Someone had invaded their home and tried to kill them. So why cover it up?

Dusk had been so cold about it all. Like what he’d done was nothing. He and Hond had been so detached—professional. Was that how they operated?

Shilpy hugged her knees to her chest and rocked back and forth gently, doubting that she’d ever feel safe again.

When the familiar rush came, she didn’t fight it but let it snatch her mind away to whatever the Moirai wanted to show her next. It no longer mattered. She deserved whatever was coming to her.
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The cold air sucked all the heat from her body. Shilpy’s skin felt like ice, and it chilled the muscles, flesh, and blood beneath. She felt as though she’d woken up inside a dead body. The world seemed far away.

In every other vision, the green mist had surrounded her. This time, it floated overhead. It appeared thinner, and she could see through it. What she saw was terrifying.

The sky was gone, replaced with a stone ceiling. A giant stalactite stabbed downward directly above her head. Although it was probably miles away, it was almost impossible to tear her eyes away from it.

Shilpy’s heart raced, and each breath escaped in short, sharp rasps, creating wisps of steam. She blinked, trying to focus on the road and ignore the feeling that the stone ceiling was going to come crashing down at any moment.

Of course, the stalactite wasn’t alone. Countless more stretched for miles and miles, from one horizon to the next. The sight left her weak at the knees. Against such a thing she was less than an ant. Insignificant, regardless of what she said, did, or achieved in life.

Lights flashed intermittently in the eerie green fog, like lightning within a thundercloud. It took a few seconds to make sense of her surroundings, but then she realised she stood on George Street in the centre of Sydney. Despite the familiar setting, the strange light and the roof above made everything appear alien.

Shilpy’s gaze flicked from the road to the random flashes of light within the mist. A single bright speck moved with purpose in the electrical storm. The approaching light pulsed, like a heartbeat. It was watching her. Then it turned and moved down George Street. Shilpy took a hesitant step after it. It darted further forward, beckoning her to follow it. So she did.

The light led her down the hill past empty buildings, shop fronts, parked cars, and the occasional vehicle in the middle of the road. The world around her was silent. Each footstep echoed off the windows of the surrounding skyscrapers. The only other sound was the distant cracking of rock on rock in the sky ceiling hanging above.

This felt so different from her other visions. She instinctively knew that all the visions had been leading her here. Even the one she’d experienced in the Ritual of Seers with Angela.

The hard concrete beneath her feet felt real, as did the mist around her. She felt clear-headed. Each thought was sharp and alert, and the memory of one moment didn’t fade into the next. Still, who knew what was real anymore?

Perhaps the incident at the apartment with Dusk hadn’t happened. For a moment, she almost hoped that she’d hallucinated it, but something inside her knew the truth. That had felt more real than this. 

That was as real as it gets.

It was hard for Shilpy to tell how long she followed the light. She walked until her feet hurt. Then she walked some more. The cityscape changed around her, but in some ways, it felt as if she hadn’t moved at all.

Eventually, she spotted the three feminine figures. They stood in the centre of an intersection, surrounded by unmoving cars.

The Moirai toiled away on their tapestry—the first spun the thread, the second wove it up into the mist, and the third severed the string. Each movement was fluid and graceful, like a perfectly synchronised dance.

Without stopping what they were doing, the Moirai watched Shilpy approach. She paused a short distance away. “You have come at last.” They spoke as one.

Shilpy nodded, looking from one to the other, trying to make out their faces within the shadows of their hoods. The three shrouded figures stared at her, and it was like being weighed down by a physical force. Whatever happened next, it wasn’t going to end well.

The crone caught Shilpy’s eye and pulled a silver thread down from the mist. Shilpy’s eyes narrowed. The thread seemed familiar, eerily so, and it was far shorter than any of the previous threads the Moirai had woven. Somehow, Shilpy knew it was hers.

“You recognise your own fate,” the old woman croaked. This is good.”

Shilpy swallowed. The implications of the words hit her like a physical blow. The words It’s so short! It’s so short! repeated in her head like a mantra.

The Moirai watched her. “Have you brought me here to die?” she asked, each word catching in her throat.

For a long and terrible moment, the Moirai didn’t answer. Then, together they shook their heads. Shilpy exhaled, not realising she’d been holding her breath. Why then was she here? Why show it to her?

“How much time do I have left?” she all but whispered.

“Not enough.”

“To do what?”

“You must return to your world with our gift, the Star of Fate. You must deliver the Star of Fate to our chosen.”

Shilpy stared at the goddesses. That was it? Deliver a ball to someone else? That was her entire life’s purpose? 

Well, if that’s how fate rolls, then colour me unimpressed.

They’d cursed her with these visions, summoned her to this strange underground world, told her she would die soon, and then given her a quest. Not exactly carrot and stick. Then she blinked. 

Chosen?

“Your chosen? But I’m the one who’s blessed.”

“You must deliver the Star of Fate to our chosen.”

Shilpy stepped forward. “Does this have something to do with the Day of Announcement?”

“What is that?” they asked in unison. Shilpy shut her eyes. She’d thought that . . . What fools they all were. Both The Keres Ter Nyx and the Erisians all believed that the Day of Announcement would be their salvation. The gods didn’t care.

“Find someone else,” she said.

“There is no one. You alone were blessed with your visions so that we might bring you here. The Star can gift you with a new life.”

Ah, there was the carrot.

Okay, so this ball might extend her life, but for how long, and so she could do what? Also, there had to be a catch.

“I’m quite happy with the life I have. What will your chosen do with it?”

The Moirai didn’t exchange looks or chatter between themselves. They were aligned with a single purpose and mind. It was difficult to stand her ground against that.

“They will do what must be done.”

“What happens to me once it’s delivered?”

The middle-aged goddess broke rank and stepped forward. From within her robes, she produced a crystal ball, and then she offered it to Shilpy.

Soft green light, the same colour as the mist floating above, bathed the street and surrounding cars. Shilpy immediately recognised the ball from her visions. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was the Star of Fate.

“We are trying to help you,” the goddess said.

“No, I think you’re helping yourselves,” Shilpy said, through clenched teeth. “You don’t want to save my life. You want me to do what I’m told, to fulfil my fate for reasons that you won’t even tell me.”

The goddess didn’t react. Her face was like stone. Again, silence descended. No one seemed willing to speak first. Shilpy shifted defiantly from one foot to the other.

“She is lost to us,” the crone said at last, in a voice as dry as sandpaper.

“We cannot allow the shadows to win,” the middle-aged goddess replied.

Shilpy’s ears pricked up. Shadows? So, this had something to do with the shadows, then? Unless they were just telling her what she wanted to hear. Regardless, her curiosity had been piqued.

“You know about the shadows in my vision, don’t you?” she said, eyeing the Moirai suspiciously.

The middle-aged goddess frowned, her first emotional display of any kind. Her eyes narrowed, and then she nodded. “Left unchecked they will kill, injure, or corrupt anything they touch.”

“It looked like the shadows in my vision were killing Dusk.”

“Worse. Eris’s shadows seek to take advantage of the upcoming war between the Keres Ter Nyx and the Erisians. They will consume many souls before their lives end.” The goddess looked up. “With each fate consumed, the shadows will damage the tapestry of fate more and more.”

Shilpy frowned. Eris’s shadows? The shadows belonged to the goddess of discord.

“What happens if the tapestry is damaged?”

“It will have a cascading effect. Thousands of people will fall into a coma from which they will never wake. The next week, hundreds of thousands will follow, and then millions. Not dead, but their lives will be finished,” the goddesses said in unison.

“Why can’t you stop her?” Shilpy asked.

“We are agents of fate, goddesses of order. We cannot directly intervene or command Eris to stop. We do not understand her purpose, but her creatures steal life from people, the women of the Keres Ter Nyx, before their time. We must restore order.”

So, what, the Keres Ter Nyx were the good guys in this? Was this really true? The Moirai could have sent those dreams to Shilpy to prime her. So that when this moment came, she might be more inclined to believe them. Angela had been like that. She would seed an idea and let it grow before asking something of others. Get them to do her dirty work while her hands remained clean.

“You don’t trust us,” the Moirai said in one voice. Shilpy gasped. Could they read minds? “We did not bring you here to end your life or lead you to your fatal event.”

“How can I know that’s true?”

“Do you believe us when we say we need you?”

Shilpy looked at each goddess in turn. Their cold and impassive faces stared back. After a moment she nodded.

The middle-aged goddess inched forward, once again offering the crystal ball.

“You will die if you do not take this.”

Shilpy choked back a laugh. “You only want me alive long enough to deliver your present. Don’t pretend that you care if I live or die.”

The crone cackled. “I like this one. She knows her place.”

“Sister,” the youngest goddess said, chidingly.

“All men and women must die,” the crone said. “We are the water that fills the cup. We are not here to stop death, but to protect all that happens before it. You can help us protect those who will be consumed if Eris is victorious. That is all.”

Shilpy shuddered, remembering Dusk kneeling in her vision. The shadows had consumed him until his eyes went black. She felt cold and tired.

“While my sister speaks the truth, we can give you more time within the mortal coil,” the youngest goddess said. “A new life.”

“We want to stop the war that will disrupt the tapestry,” the middle-aged goddess added.

“You want me to fight in your war?” Shilpy asked uncertainly.

“No, but you will have a role to play in finishing it. We are unable to tell you more than that.”

Shilpy considered it all and felt strangely satisfied. “Do I have to work with Angela Wick in this war?”

She held her breath and then exhaled deeply when the goddess said no. Shilpy had expected the Moirai to oppose the Erisians, but she wouldn’t align herself with Angela. She didn’t want to extend her life only to have to return to the Keres Ter Nyx. Of course, not aligning herself with either group meant going against both.

“What about Dusk?”

“What about him?”

“Can he be saved?”

“The Star of Fate could change his fate and yours, but it is not a tool for saving people.”

Shilpy didn’t move, and the image of Dusk standing over Anderson flashed through her head. Her eyes flickered to the Star. The Moirai had already written him off, but maybe if she had the Star she could save him. He wanted to leave this life behind him.

She couldn’t ignore what he’d done, but it had been in self-defence, hadn’t it?

If it was self-defence, why not call the police?

Maybe he couldn’t because of what he did in Africa.

Or maybe he couldn’t because of what he did in Australia.

Could she keep loving someone like that? Even if she did it, if she changed him, would he still be hers? Despite what the goddesses said, she might rescue him from the shadows only to lose him forever.

Or perhaps this was all some bad dream, in which case it didn’t matter.

Shilpy nodded to the Moirai and took the Star from the goddess.

“Be warned,” they said, stopping her in her tracks. “The Star will extend your life, but there will be a price. Protect our gift until it is time.”

* * *

Daylight streamed through the window, illuminating the dust mites dancing in the air. Shilpy’s shoulder and neck were stiff from sleeping on the couch. Wallowing in the pain, she reflected on the details of the strange dream.

It took a few moments to notice the round and hard object tangled in the sheets. Shilpy shrieked and leaped away from the couch dressed only in her underwear and a T-shirt. The crystal ball rolled away from the bedding and hit the carpeted floor with a dull thud. A soft green glow illuminated the room. The lights and shapes moving inside the ball drew her eye with hypnotic force.

Denise and Thomas burst from the bedroom a moment later. They froze on the spot. The sphere rolled to a stop beside the television.

Was she still dreaming? Was this still part of the vision or was it happening?

Shilpy stumbled away until her back pressed against the wall. A soft moan escaped her lips. If the Star of Fate was real, if it existed, then the rest of the vision was real—the goddesses, the shadows, Dusk’s ultimate fate and hers. All of it.

Someone started laughing. It was an unnerving, high-pitched titter which approached insanity. Thomas and Denise stared at her in shock, and it was then she realised that the laughter was hers.

“Shilps, what’s going on?” Denise asked. “What is this?”

Thomas stepped forward and reached for the ball.

“Stop! Don’t touch that.” Thomas paused his fingers lingering over the Star. He took an involuntary step backward. His gaze darted from her to the Star. “I . . . I think it’s the Star of Fate.”

“The wha . . . ?” Thomas looked at her stupidly.

“The Star of Fate?” Denise frowned. “The fate changer?”

“The what changer?” Thomas asked, his face blank. Shilpy exchanged a look with Denise and nodded.

“The stories say that a young baker touched the Star of Fate and it gave him the life of a king,” Denise said. “Made him someone else entirely.”

“Really?” Thomas sounded almost excited.

Denise ignored him and addressed Shilpy. “It can’t be real. Where did you get it?”

Shilpy trembled. “In a dream.”

“What do you mean ‘in a dream’?”

“The Moirai gave it to me. In my dream, or vision, last night. At least I thought it was a vision. This has never happened before. Everything I saw, it was real. I was there. How is that possible?”

Looking concerned, Denise crossed the room towards Shilpy. “Why don’t you—”

But Thomas was reaching for the ball again.

“Thomas, no!” Shilpy screamed, a fraction of a second too late. Shilpy had witnessed countless dreams and visions, but not this. Never this. If this had been a vision, she would have stopped it. Instead, she stood with her mouth open like an idiot and watched helplessly.

Thomas’ head snapped back when his fingers touched the Star. Every muscle in his body spasmed. His pupils rolled back until only the whites of his eyes were showing. Then, like ink dropped into a pool of milk, green fog billowed through his orbs.

Denise screamed and ran to his side looking uncertainly from the Star to Thomas and back again. Shilpy couldn’t let her touch it. If she interrupted whatever the Star was doing, it could cause more harm than good, or worse—it could affect her, too.

Shilpy grabbed Denise’s waist and pulled her back. Denise’s elbow flew back and hit her in the lip, but Shilpy didn’t let go. “Tom!” Denise screamed, and elbowed Shilpy again, this time in the forehead.

Disorientated, she stumbled backward and lost her grip on Denise, who slipped forward before Shilpy could stop her. But it was all over. Thomas crashed to the ground, striking his head on the nearby coffee table. The Star fell limply back to the carpet.

Shilpy’s ears were ringing and her face hurt, but she was more concerned about Thomas. She joined Denise.

He was still breathing. A small gash painted a red streak across his head. The whites of his eyes had cleared, but his pupils were still rolled back. Denise shook him over and over, shouting his name, but he didn’t move.

Then Denise spun on the spot and grabbed Shilpy in a chokehold. Her eyes burned into Shilpy’s, and her upper lip curled into a sneer. “What did you bring into my home?”

“I thought it was a vision,” Shilpy rasped. Denise tightened her hold, her face mere centimetres from Shilpy’s. She felt giddy from the lack of oxygen but didn’t fight back. As the last of her air expired, Shilpy dug her nails into the palms of her hand until she thought she’d drawn blood. Black flecks danced across her eyes. Then Denise let her go. Shilpy stumbled back rubbing her throat.

Denise stood on the spot panting. Her brows creased in thought.

“Denise?” Shilpy asked, and winced. The word felt like sandpaper rubbing her throat. Her friend stood on the spot, as if she hadn’t heard. Behind her, red was staining the carpet where Thomas lay.

Shilpy pushed past her and checked on him. The blood from his forehead was hardly a torrent, but it wasn’t a trickle either. “He’s bleeding pretty bad,” Shilpy said, her voice coming a little stronger despite the pain.

Denise wasn’t listening. Her eyes were fixed on the green ball lying on the carpet.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with him. We need to call for help,” Shilpy insisted.

At last, Denise snapped out of it. She nodded, disappeared into her room, and returned with a phone. She dialled a number quickly and paced back and forth, her eyes on Thomas while she waited for an answer.

“Hello? Hello! You have to help me. It’s an emergency. Please help! Yes, yes, it’s Denise, Denise Gibbs. My boyfriend, he’s collapsed. He hit his head, I think. No, you don’t understand—he was holding the Star of Fate when he collapsed.”

Shilpy froze, and her mouth dropped. Who the hell was she talking to?

“Shilpy. Shilpy Chopra. She said the Moirai gave it to her. Thomas touched it, and now he’s lying on the ground. He isn’t moving, Mother. It did something to him.”

Mother? Oh no!

Panic built in Shilpy’s chest and stomach. If Angela knew where she was, if she found her, there was no telling what she’d do. She’d always been hungry for power. It was impossible to forget the look of greed she’d had in her eyes when she discovered what Shilpy could do during the Ritual of Seers. And the Moirai had warned Shilpy to protect the Star. If she was supposed to deliver this to someone then she needed to keep it away from both the Keres Ter Nyx and the Erisians.

Thomas was still bleeding. His dull eyes focused on something just past her, as though he were in a trance. There was no sign of his usual energy and humour.

Denise covered the phone with her hand. “Angela says we should put the Star on his chest. See if that does anything. She says not to touch it with your skin. Get the gloves from my bag in the kitchen.”

Shilpy raced into the kitchen, pausing only to pull on her jeans and shirt.

In short order, she found the gloves in Denise’s handbag and returned to the living room. Even through the gloves, the orb felt warm.

Shilpy placed the Star over Thomas’s heart, praying for something to happen. With each passing second, Denise’s frantic energy built. After half a minute, she pushed Shilpy away and wrapped her hands in the bed sheet. She drove the crystal ball harder into Thomas’s chest, but nothing moved. They repositioned the sphere on his forehead. Nothing. His eyes stared up into oblivion.

“It’s not working,” Denise reported into the phone.

Shilpy wrung her hands. Drool slid from the corner of Thomas’s mouth. It left a trail across his cheek and pooled in his blood-soaked hair.

Remembering Denise had a first-aid kit in the bathroom, Shilpy sprung to her feet and retrieved it from the cabinet. Kneeling beside Thomas, she applied some antiseptic and secured a dressing with a bandage. He probably needed stitches, but that was beyond her skills.

By the time Shilpy was done, Denise had hung up the phone.

“She’s coming,” Denise said. Shilpy took a deep breath. Of course she was coming. And it was doubtful that she was coming out of any concern for Thomas’s health. “Don’t even think about running, or if you do, you’re leaving that behind.” Denise pointed at the Star of Fate.

Shilpy climbed to her feet. She stepped to one side and Denise took her place, clasping Thomas’s hand in hers.

“He’s going to be okay,” Denise said, her voice breaking slightly. “Angela will know how to reverse it.”

Would she? The Moirai had said the Star of Fate came with a price. Was this what they meant? Was Thomas a sacrifice to the goddesses? The Star of Fate had been warm to the touch, even through gloves. Did that mean it was . . . what? Charged up?

Shilpy pressed her lips together and hated herself for what she needed to do. She prayed Denise would one day forgive her.

“Hand me a pil—” Denise’s sentence was cut short when Shilpy’s arm wrapped around her neck, pulling her into a sleeper hold. She writhed like a wildcat caught in a trap. Her foot stomped down on Shilpy’s, and her elbow struck her in the stomach. Shilpy inhaled sharply but worked through the pain. She tightened her grip around Denise’s neck.

Denise pulled and pushed, trying to knock her opponent off balance or into a wall. She nearly succeeded in throwing Shilpy over her hip, but at the last second, Shilpy regained her feet.

After what felt like an eternity, the struggles lessened in intensity and grew weaker before finally stopping. Denise’s body went limp. Shilpy maintained the hold for a few moments to ensure her friend wasn’t playing possum. Then she gently laid her on the couch.

After checking Denise’s pulse and making sure she was still breathing, Shilpy dialled triple zero. “I need an ambulance. There are two people unconscious here. One is bleeding from his head.”

She left the address and hung up. Denise’s bag was still in the kitchen. Shilpy emptied the contents onto the bench and placed the Star of Fate inside. Then she ran.
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The early morning train to the city was standing room only. Most of the commuters were suits headed to their office jobs. Huddled together, they were like a colony of emperor penguins.

Shilpy felt queasy and soiled. Denise was a good person, and perhaps her only true friend. What sort of friend leaves her friend lying on the floor while she runs off to save her own skin?

Had she made the right choice? Maybe Denise was right, and Angela could use the Star to revive Thomas.

No. If she handed it over, she might lose it forever. The Moirai were the only ones who understood how it worked. Shilpy needed to have another vision. Get them to tell her how to heal Thomas.

Angela would already be on her way to Denise’s. And Denise would tell her where to find the Star of Fate. Any chance for a normal life was gone now. They’d found her. It was time to run.

Shilpy had to warn Dusk, and together they could escape before the Keres Ter Nyx arrived. How was she going to explain all this? If he’d been fighting the Keres Ter Nyx, how would he react?

The train arrived on the familiar streets of Newtown all too quickly. Shilpy sprinted from the station with Denise’s bag wrapped over her shoulder. She bolted through the narrow streets of parked cars and picket-fenced terraces, past white walls covered with layer after layer of spaghetti-like graffiti, until she finally reached the two-storey building. She took the stairs two at a time and burst through the door.

“Dusk!”

Hond looked up from the couch.

“Shilpy,” he said. “You’re home.”

She shook her head. “Where’s Dusk?”

Hond’s head turned towards the bedroom. Shilpy rushed past him but never made it. In one deft move, Hond found his feet. Something hard hit her on the back of the head. The world exploded in pain. Shilpy collapsed to her hands and knees. Stunned, she noticed something warm and red staining her hand. She struggled to climb back up, but Hond struck her again, and everything went black.

* * *

The world slipped slowly and painfully back into view. Where was she? The Keres Ter Nyx must already be on their way? How long had it taken them to fix up the mess at Denise’s?

Her head cleared and she realised her hands were fastened behind her back and each leg was secured to a chair with zip ties. Shilpy’s head was pounding, and everything looked fuzzy. Something struck her cheek, and the stinging pain brought reality rushing back.

Hond sat opposite. Both hands were pressed together, and his fingers formed a steeple. Shilpy frantically surveyed the room, trying to get her bearings. She was still in her apartment. The evening sun’s warm orange glow lit the curtains. She’d been out all day.

Dusk? Where was Dusk?

“You’ve been a bad girl, my friend,” Hond said, bringing Shilpy back to the present.

He grinned at her, and for the first time, Shilpy noticed he was missing teeth. “Looking for this?” He pulled the Sword of Ponos from behind the couch. “How did you get this?”

“I can explain, but I need to see Dusk—” Hond struck her with the back of his hand. Shilpy’s head snapped around, and stars filled her vision. She shook her head and licked blood from her split lip.

“How did you get this?” Hond repeated, his voice dripping with malice and a smile tugging at his lips. He was enjoying this, the sick bastard.

Shilpy felt a familiar rush within her head. The vision took her, and when her lips moved, it was as if someone else were talking.

“They beat you, didn’t they?” she said.

“What?” He frowned.

“Ctlu and his friends. They beat you with long sticks down by the river when you were eight. They said it would make you stronger, but really it was because they enjoyed it. They didn’t like you.” Hond’s eyes widened. “They enjoyed it, and they knew you couldn’t stop them because you’re so weak.”

Hond struck her again. Harder this time. But the sense of watching herself from the outside dulled the pain. She laughed. “Just like the Erisians. They don’t like you either. When Dusk leaves, so will you. Bye, bye, Australia.”

“Who are you?” Hond leaned backward. Shilpy noted with perverse satisfaction that he wasn’t smiling anymore.

“I’m the owner of that sword. I see things.”

“What sort of things?” He leaned forward again.

“The past, the future, whatever the Moirai choose to show me,” Shilpy said dreamily. Without warning, Shilpy felt another rush and the vision was over. She collapsed into the chair exhausted and sore.

“You’re Keres Ter Nyx,” Hond replied in a cold voice.

“No.”

He raised his hand to strike her once more, but Dusk grabbed Hond by the wrist and silenced him with a look.

Where had he come from? The bedroom. He must have been listening from the bedroom.

“You agreed to let me question her,” Hond said.

“Question, not beat.”

Shilpy could barely believe her ears. Had he been here the whole time? He had to have overheard everything—he’d allowed Hond to strike her.

Dusk crossed to the other side of the room and stood in front of the window. His body was a bright silhouette against the glow behind the curtains. With a shock, Shilpy realised night was about to fall.

“No more lies. Where did you find the sword?” Dusk asked.

“You know where I found it,” she replied. “I bought it at the auction.”

“Did the Keres Ter Nyx fund this?”

He thought she was Keres Ter Nyx. What was worrying though, wasn’t that he thought she was Keres Ter Nyx, but that he didn’t seem surprised by the revelation. He was calm, professional—almost clinical. Strange. Could Denise have been right about him?

“No, the Moirai showed me how to get the money,” she said. “Although, the Keres Ter Nyx are coming here soon.”

Dusk and Hond exchanged a look.

“They’re coming for the sword?”

“No, they don’t know about the sword,” Shilpy replied, looking away.

“She’s lying,” Hond said.

Frowning, Dusk looked her up and down. “No, I don’t think she is.”

“She’s manipulating you.”

“If they aren’t coming for the sword, what are they coming here for?” Dusk asked.

Before she could stop them, her eyes locked onto the handbag. Both men turned and then exchanged another a look. Hond crossed the room and opened the bag. Green light bathed the space. Shilpy felt a brief surge of hope and despair. Despair that she’d failed both Thomas and Denise and still hadn’t been able to protect the Star. Hope that maybe the Star would do to Hond what it had done to Thomas. He reached for it.

“Don’t!” Dusk snapped. Hond’s hand froze.

Dusk moved to the bag and looked inside. Both men’s eyes flicked back to Shilpy. “What is it?” he asked.

“It’s called the Star of Fate,” Shilpy said.

“Star of what?”

“Star of Fate. It belongs to the Moirai. They gave it to me.”

“The Moirai must like you to give you all these gifts,” Hond muttered, eyeing the ball greedily.

“They gave this to you,” Dusk repeated, his voice cracking. His hand clenched and unclenched, and his jaw went rigid.

“What does it do?” Hond asked.

“It changes a person’s fate,” Shilpy said. “It makes them extraordinary, blessed. Except when Thomas touched it, he fell into a coma.”

“The Moirai gave this to you,” Dusk repeated.

Shilpy nodded. “I didn’t want to take it, but the Moirai said people would die if I didn’t.” She turned to Dusk. “Including you.”

Dusk laughed bitterly. “Changes fate? It’s not enough to have Mestor lying to me, the Keres Ter Nyx sending a spy to pretend to be in love with me, the ALA . . .” He trailed off, his voice choking up with emotion. He swallowed and tried to compose himself. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, but no less filled with anger. “Now the goddesses of destiny, the ultimate manipulators, want to change fate. After all that misery we lived through growing up. When does it end?”

Pretend to be in love with him? Spy? So he hadn’t known.

Hond seemed to be dealing with the story a little better than Dusk. “Why buy the sword?” he asked.

Shilpy closed her eyes and sighed. When she spoke, she addressed Dusk, ignoring Hond. “In a vision, I saw the man you called Wolf fighting you in the street with the sword. The shadow dogs were there, and I thought the sword controlled them. They were, or are, going to kill you, these shadows.” Both men stared at her with incredulous looks on their faces.

“Dusk, these items,” Hond said. “There is power in them. They have come to you for a reason.”

“Hond—”

“You cannot deny this. These are your birthright.”

“I don’t want them. Mestor is after the sword. That’s what matters.”

“Screw Mestor. You should be in charge of the Erisians. You’ve seen it. You know it.” Hond pulled a gun from his back pocket and cocked it, but Dusk put a hand over the weapon and shook his head.

Oh, for goodness’ sake. They didn’t have time for this. “You didn’t hear me before. I said the Keres Ter Nyx are coming. Denise will bring them here.”

Both men turned to her when she said Denise’s name. Finally, they understood.

“How soon?”

“How long have I been unconscious?”

Dusk licked his lips and looked sideways at Hond. “You know what to do.”

Hond nodded and lifted a backpack from behind the couch. He rummaged through the contents for half a minute before pulling a black wooden box from the bag. Inside was a small statuette of a harpy—Eris. With reverence, Hond carried the box and figurine into the bedroom and shut the door behind him.

“What is he doing?” Shilpy asked.

“Calling for reinforcements,” Dusk replied.

He paced back and forth in front of the window. This was the most agitated she’d ever seen him look.

“I came back for you,” Shilpy said. Dusk stopped pacing. He wouldn’t meet her eye.

“Things might get ugly. It will be better if you stay here.”

“Tied up?” she asked. 

Dusk grimaced. “It won’t be for long. I don’t want anyone to hurt you.”

“Did you tell that to Hond?” she asked, in a raised voice.

“I wasn’t sure what to think. Can you even begin to understand how often people have abused my trust? Abused me? I’ve been turned into a monster. It’s hard for me to trust anyone.”

“Do you really think I’m a spy? That my feelings for you aren’t real?”

Dusk ran a hand over his bald skull. “I . . . I don’t know. You’re not like them.”

“I wanted to protect you.”

“Wanted? Meaning you don’t want to protect me anymore.”

This time, Shilpy grimaced. “Well, things have changed.”

“Since you met the Moirai?”

“No, since you tied me to a chair and let your friend hit me, dumb ass.”

Dusk scowled. He looked as if he was going to say something, probably make an excuse, but she wasn’t interested.

“How do you think this is going to end? With us together? You have to let me go sometime.”

Dusk sighed heavily. He looked away, considering her words, and then nodded. He went into the kitchen, and she heard him searching through drawers. “I just pray you’re not lying to me.”

Shilpy glanced back at the bedroom door. She could hear Hond’s voice but couldn’t make out the words. What was he up to? Was he on the phone with the Erisians?

“We need to run,” she said.

“Where?” Dusk scoffed. “They’ll hunt us down unless we stop them.”

“Something bad will happen to you if you don’t run.”

“Maybe,” Dusk said, pulling out a knife at last. He moved back around the kitchen counter and kneeled behind the chair to undo the zip ties. “Do you think I want this? People are counting on me. It’s better if we fight. It’s what I’m good at.” Shilpy’s left leg came free. Dusk went to work on her right.

“It’s not the only thing you’re good at. You are so much more than that. Let me show you, while . . .”

“While what?”

“While I still have time.”

Dusk freed her right leg then stood and circled around until he was in front of her. “What do you mean ‘while I still have time’?”

The glass in the door leading to their balcony shattered, spraying fragments into the room. Dusk spun. “Get down!” He leaped onto Shilpy’s chair and pulled it and her to the ground. A second explosion of glass followed. Shilpy could hear what sounded like a toy gun. It fired three more times—crack, crack, crack. With each sound, something above them smashed or shattered.

One thing was for sure: that was no kid’s toy.

Whoever was shooting had to be on the roof opposite their apartment. What was Angela doing? It wasn’t even night yet. Countless bullet holes appeared in the wall. A landscape picture Shilpy had bought at the market was shredded to pieces, and a small shelf came crashing down. The muffled gunshots could be the result of a silencer. Perhaps Angela had thought that would be enough to avoid alerting the neighbours.

“Hond, hurry!” Dusk shouted.

The barrage of bullets stopped, and Dusk rolled off her. The curtains billowed in the breeze, in the space where the balcony door used to be. The room descended into an uneasy silence.

Shilpy kicked and shimmied, but her arms were still tightly bound. Pulling at them several times, she succeeded only at tearing the skin. Every attempt to roll out of the chair was met with similar success.

Dusk crawled to the balcony door and positioned himself to one side. With one quick movement, he stole a glance before retaking cover. Shilpy half expected a bullet to follow him, but none came.

Had Dusk seen the shooter? Could the shooter see him?

Each moment dragged out. The silence lasted so long, Shilpy irrationally wondered if the sniper had gone home. Of course, she wasn’t game to test that. All the shooter needed was one clean shot, and she was dead.

The phone rang.

Dusk and Shilpy exchanged a look. “Answer it,” he said.

“Untie me,” she shot back.

Dusk picked up a long shard of broken glass with a sharp edge and slid it across the floor to her. Of course. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Shilpy shuffled across the rubble that used to be their apartment.

The phone stopped ringing just as she reached the glass shard. Shilpy lay where she was. She beat her head against the floor, cursing herself for being too slow. A moment later, the ringing restarted. After almost a minute of fierce struggling, she freed a hand and grabbed for the phone.

“Hello?” she said, out of breath.

“Shilpy Chopra.” After all these years, Angela Wick’s voice was still unmistakable.

“It’s me.”

“Thank the gods. Have they hurt you? We’ll get you out of there.”

What the actual—

“Are the men listening?” Angela asked.

“No.”

“Then we have a few moments. I’ve spoken with Denise Gibbs. I understand your . . . misgivings towards me. Despite what happened, you’re one of us. You’re blessed, Shilpy. I could never hurt one of the blessed. Do you still have the Star?”

Shilpy frowned. Angela didn’t want to hurt her? Had she forgotten that she’d ordered a sniper to shoot up her apartment not a minute before?

Dusk signalled Shilpy with his hand and mouthed, “Stall her.” She frowned, wondering what he was up to.

“It’s here,” Shilpy replied.

“To think, a gift from the Moirai themselves. Together, we will train you to master this gift. All we need is time.”

“The Moirai told me I’m out of time.”

Dusk’s head snapped around, and he locked his gaze on her.

“I see. Well, if we can master the Star, maybe we can fix that. But enough. The men—tell them the apartment is surrounded. They will surrender themselves and their weapons to us.”

“What if they don’t?”

Dusk’s phone beeped. Confused, he reached into his pocket, stared at the text, and then replaced the phone. He looked off into the distance.

“Let’s avoid a noisy confrontation, Ms. Chopra. No need to alert the public.”

Shilpy’s mind was racing in every direction. Dusk and Hond were up to something. It was a fair bet Angela was stalling while her soldiers moved into position.

Shilpy had no doubt the apartment was surrounded. Running was out of the question. If Dusk chose to fight, people were going to die. Maybe that was what Angela was counting on.

“I’ll tell Dusk your conditions,” Shilpy said.

“I’m not surrendering,” Dusk said immediately. He glanced towards the bedroom door. Behind it, Hond was still chanting. He repeated the same words over and over, and with each repetition, his voice grew louder and more passionate.

“Shilpy.” The voice on the phone was now Denise’s. “Give up, please. I’m begging you. You don’t understand how many of . . . of our sisters are out here, and they’re all carrying weapons. The things they’ve been telling me about Dusk, and what he’s done to them . . . to us—you need to get out of there. Surrender the Star to Angela. We can use it to cure Thomas. Please, Shilps. Please.”

It broke Shilpy’s heart to hear her friend refer to the Keres Ter Nyx as her sisters. “Denise, I haven’t given up on Thomas.” She edged towards the couch and sword. “But Angela can’t heal him.”

“I don’t want to fight you, Shilps,” she said, sounding as if she was on the verge of tears. “But if you don’t come out then you’ll have to fight on Dusk’s side, and they’ll kill you. Don’t make us do this. Please.”

Before Shilpy could reply, a low, fierce growl built in volume and anger from the bedroom. The first growl was joined by a second, and then a third. Shilpy frowned in confusion. Was that . . . dogs? How had they got in here?

The door opened, and Hond staggered out. His eyes were bloodshot, and skin hung loosely off his face. Shilpy couldn’t see any animals behind him, but the noise grew louder, and the bedroom looked darker, as if the light bulb had lost power. Shilpy’s eyes returned to the bag with the Star inside.

“I make six outside,” Dusk said, all business. “There’s one on the roof, three covering the back door, and two at the stairs. Expect more out front. There are two further down the street. Also, Wolf and Terry are here.”

“Well then, my friend,” Hond replied with an evil smile. “It’s playtime.”

Shilpy watched in horror as a dozen shadows, all shaped like dogs, leaped from the bedroom.

Oh no.

The shadows served Hond.

Hond worked for Dusk.

But that made no sense. She’d seen them leaping into Dusk’s chest. She’d seen them killing him.

She didn’t understand, but for now, the shadows were working for Dusk. She’d brought the Star of Fate back to stop the shadows, which meant it was also here to stop him.

The shadow dogs grew so loud that the noise drowned out everything else. Barking, snarling, growling, and gnashing of teeth—feral, vicious, and terrifying—filled the room. If Shilpy hadn’t already had the phone to her ear, she wouldn’t have heard Angela’s voice. “Kill them.”








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




Gunshots struck the opposite wall. The sniper’s continuous fire tore through the contents of the room, but with the curtains billowing, the shots missed their mark.

Regardless, Shilpy kept her head down. Tears fell from her eyes. Curled up in a ball on the floor, she locked her gaze on one thing—Denise’s bag. Although she couldn’t see it, she knew the Sword of Ponos was leaning against the wall near the bedroom. She had to get out with both.

Before she could make her move, something hard smashed against the apartment door. It fell open at an odd angle. Two women, each wearing black jeans and tops, stood at the doorstep with guns raised. Their pistols had been fitted with silencers. They advanced and raised their weapons at Dusk and Hond.

Black outlines streaked across the walls, roof, and floor. Before either woman could fire, the shadows descended on them. Impossibly, the woman to the left was lifted into the air, gurgling and clutching at her neck. Two more dark shapes pulled at her shadow, and her arms shot outward until she was spread-eagled. Her eyes bulged in terror. Her gun fired, but the bullet only hit the wall.

In a tumble of limbs, she was thrown backward and down the stairs. Half a dozen dark shapes chased after.

Meanwhile, the other woman’s foot was ripped from beneath her, and she fell to the ground. Invisible forces slammed her body against the door frame, threw her into the ceiling, and smashed her back against the kitchen counter. She shrieked until her head smashed through the television with a sickening thud.

Dazed and covered in blood, she was dragged across the room. Shadows attached themselves to her arms and legs. Her limbs snapped outward and stretched until they were extended as far as they could go. Then they stretched further still. The woman’s face twisted in agony.

Finally, another crack sounded, and blood splattered against the wall. The screaming stopped. The opposing forces continued to pull at the woman’s body, but the life had left her eyes. She was just meat now.

With a wave of his hand, Hond sent all the shadow monsters streaming across the ceiling and walls and out the door. They disappeared down the stairs, leaving behind the victim’s lifeless and twisted body.

Resisting the urge to vomit, Shilpy crawled over glass until her right hand found the Sword of Ponos. She would expose herself to the sniper if she went after the Star. A suicide mission, yet, she found herself moving on hands and knees towards it.

She was only a few metres away from the bag when invisible teeth bit into her left arm and pulled hard. Shilpy cried out. A cold chill spread through her body. She’d thought that all the shadows had gone down the stairs. Obviously, she’d been wrong. One of the shadow dogs had her.

She pulled at her left arm, but the shadow was insanely strong. Wildly, she swung the sword at it, and the sound coming from the shadow changed from a growl to a whimpering shriek. The sensation of teeth biting her arm disappeared.

She’d hurt it.

Crack, crack, crack. The sniper had resumed fire.

With a chill, she realized the surrounding area had darkened. Shapes moved across the carpet and Shilpy shuffled backwards eying the nearest shadow. Something darted towards her. She swung the blade, and the monster dissolved into fine ash. Then she returned to crawling towards the bag with the Star.

“Drop it!” Hond was crouched in the kitchen pointing the gun that had killed Anderson at Shilpy. Their eyes met, and a cruel smile split his face. “Weak, am I?”

“Hond!” Dusk said, from behind his spot next to the balcony, but Hond wasn’t listening. He raised the gun until it was pointed directly at her head. Crack, crack, crack. A new barrage of bullets hit the kitchen bench and wall.

Hond fell backward and leaned hard against the wall. The firing paused, and Hond seized the brief respite and darted forward, firing out the balcony. Dusk, still cornered next to the doorway, curled into a ball to avoid the bullets coming from both directions.

In the confusion, Shilpy shuffled across the floor until she was in front of the Star. Above the curve of the bag she could see Dusk looking at her. He shook his head slowly. Shilpy ignored him, grabbed the bag, rolled to her feet, and ran.

She caught sight of Hond, his teeth bared, snapping his weapon around at her. Before he could fire, one of the sniper’s shots clipped his exposed arm. Clutching his shoulder, Hond screamed. His gun went off, but the bullet must have gone wide.  

Shilpy was out the door. She sprinted down the stairs, taking three or four at a time. On the last flight, she nearly stumbled. Below her, the woman in black who’d burst through their door lay dead on the ground. Her head jutted at an odd angle from her body.

With the sword in one hand and the open bag in the other, Shilpy leaped over her and outside into the narrow street. It was like stepping into a nightmare. A woman clothed in black was being dragged, screaming, along the road, leaving a trail of blood behind.

Something launched the woman into the air. She hovered in place, screaming and clawing at her throat. Then, whatever invisible force was holding her in place smashed her face-first through the windscreen of a car.

Red splattered all over the vehicle, and then, like a rag doll being mauled by a dog, she was lifted back into the air and pounded into the vehicle over and over in quick succession.

“Shilpy!” Dusk screamed from the stairwell. Shilpy didn’t wait. She raced down the street and around the corner.

That Dusk could order Hond to unleash something like that on anyone, let alone in their home, in their neighbourhood . . . It was unthinkable.

Shilpy dashed up the road, leaving their flat behind her. After passing a few houses, she spotted a home with a thick garden. She vaulted over the fence and hid as best she could. 

It did the trick. Although Dusk knew the area as well as she, he streaked past without looking back. She stayed where she was for a few moments, just in case Hond appeared behind him, or Dusk doubled back.

“Shilpy!” he called out. “Come back. Shilpy! I’m sorry. I should never have left you alone with him. Don’t betray me. Not you.”

Shilpy cowered on her back, trying to catch her breath and praying he wouldn’t find her. If he did, would he hurt her? No. She didn’t believe that. But she didn’t feel safe just because she was one of the people he wasn’t trying to kill. 

It looked as if the sword could stop the shadows, and the Moirai had claimed the Star could as well. She had to get both artefacts away.

Thirty seconds passed. In the distance, she could hear dogs and screams, but nothing close enough to be dangerous. Dusk wasn’t shouting anymore and appeared to have moved on.

Then she heard a siren.

Grimacing, she climbed to her feet. If she could get to the highway, she might be safer. The crowds of people would offer a little more protection. Although they probably wouldn’t protect her from the police. And running around with a sword in her hand would hardly allow her to blend in.

Shilpy hugged the weapon close. Trying to look inconspicuous, she set off at a brisk walk. After she’d turned two corners, she felt a surge of relief. Only four or five blocks from the main strip.

Three teenage girls were walking in the opposite direction looking uneasy. They eyed Shilpy suspiciously, staring at the blade in her hands.

“Get inside,” Shilpy urged them. “There are dogs. It’s not safe.”

The girls didn’t say anything. They probably thought she was a weirdo, which was fine with Shilpy if it kept them safe. They quickened their pace and moved away from the sound of the shadow dogs. “Tell others!” she shouted after them. “Get off the road.”

The sirens were louder now. She’d made it almost to the end of the street when the police car turned onto the road. Red and blue lights flashed on its roof, and its headlights played across the street behind her.

Shilpy moved to a nearby fence, doing her best to keep the sword out of view. How was she going to explain this?

Then she saw them. Dark shapes sped across the road and dived forward at the car. Without warning, the vehicle swerved violently towards Shilpy.

She threw herself to the side, and the police car struck the fence with a deafening crash and ploughed into a neighbour’s backyard. There was another loud bang followed by a smashing sound.

Shilpy climbed to her feet and winced. She’d grazed her knees and elbows, but she couldn’t worry about that now. Climbing over the broken fence, she saw that the police car had spun across the grass before rolling up and onto its side, leaving a trail of mud behind it.

A dark shape shot across the lawn towards her, and she swung the blade just in time. The monster whimpered once, and a thin cloud of ash sprayed across the ruined garden.

Shilpy spun in a circle expecting another attack, but none came. She dashed to the front of the police car and peered through the shattered windscreen. Both officers hung limply from their seats. Their eyes stared blankly past her.

“Jesus.” A slightly overweight man in a tank top and shorts stood on the back step of his house.

“Get inside!” Shilpy said. “Call an ambulance, but stay inside.”

“Are they—”

“Get inside.” It would be dangerous for him if she stayed. She could only hope that the monsters wouldn’t attack the ambulance as well.

Shilpy climbed back over the remains of the fence and jogged further down the street. She could see people watching her from the houses, but for the most part the streets were empty.

This was insane. The shadow dogs didn’t care who they attacked or killed. While this fight went on, no one was safe. How many other innocents might have been injured?

Her hand tightened around the sword and she moved warily, listening for some sign of the monsters. She turned the next corner and stopped in her tracks.

Angela and Denise stood on the opposite side of the road.

Shilpy hadn’t seen Angela since the Ritual of Seers. The memories of that night came flooding back, as strong as any vision. Shilpy remembered sitting naked in the sweat tent, and the fight that had followed. The fire had been an accident, and time had healed the wounds, but the scars on Angela’s face were still visible. Shilpy stepped backward, but then Angela spotted her.

“Wait!” Angela shouted. Shilpy gripped the sword tighter. Angela’s scarred face twisted into a sickly smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “We are not your enemy, Shilpy Chopra.”

“Stay away!” Shilpy cried.

“You’ve seen it, haven’t you?” Angela said. “Dusk. You’ve seen his true nature.”

Shilpy was rooted to the spot. The sword shook in her hand. She found herself nodding.

“Shilps,” Denise said. “I know you think having a normal life, a normal relationship, is going to fix you. It’s not going to be with him.”

“There is nothing wrong with you,” Angela said. “Nothing that needs fixing. With training, we can control your power. You can help us stop them.”

Shilpy turned and took a few steps, but Denise called after her. She stopped. 

“You don’t have to run anymore,” Denise said.

“We all have to run,” Shilpy replied. “Innocent people are dying because of this.”

“You don’t need to run from us,” Angela replied. “Only we will ever understand this. If you master the Star of Fate, we can save Thomas, we can stop the shadows, and we can extend your life. You are the Moirai’s chosen, their blessed seer.”

No, they were both so wrong. Yes, she was blessed, but she wasn’t their chosen. Yes, she could extend her life, but not if she wanted to save Thomas. She’d come to realise that the Star of Fate demanded a sacrifice. The Moirai had said there would be a price to be paid. When Angela figured that out, would she really reverse it? Could Shilpy trust her?

“I have to go. You need to get your soldiers out of here.”

“Shilps, Dusk lied to you. He lied to us both about who and what he was. He pretended to be this wonderful boyfriend—”

“I know what he is,” Shilpy interrupted, angrily. “He is a wonderful boyfriend, but he’s also a killer. Same as her.” She met Angela’s steely gaze and found herself suddenly unafraid. “You know what goes on in your own organisation. Yes, Dusk fights your soldiers with his monsters. The Keres Ter Nyx though, you prey on the weak.”

Angela’s face twisted in anger. She pulled a gun from behind her back and levelled it at Shilpy. “There doesn’t need to be any more loss of life tonight. If you come with us, we’ll leave. We can use the Star on your friend. Find a cure. Or you can be selfish, and we’ll take it from you. I don’t want that, Miss Chopra. I don’t think you do either.”

Shilpy shook her head but didn’t move. She couldn’t go back to the sisters. If she did, she’d never get away again. If she didn’t, though, how many more people would lose their lives in this insanity?

Angela edged closer, until she was on Shilpy’s side of the road. She never lowered the gun. Shilpy backed up. “Ms. Chopra, you will—”

A low, guttural growl interrupted Angela. Shilpy spun in time to see two shadows blur past the streetlights. Angela and Denise froze.

“Run!” Shilpy screamed.

Angela fired into the air, but the shadow grabbed her and threw her back across the road. Denise remained where she was, spinning in a slow circle, trying to locate the source of the noise.

Shilpy spotted something moving in the nearby light, streaking towards Denise. She intercepted it and swung the sword up and into a low arc. The demon whimpered once, and a powdery substance exploded in the air where the monster had been.

The growling grew louder. The shadow that had Angela moved into a pool of light, and Angela was thrown up and into the air. Denise’s eyes widened in horror.

“It’s real. Your visions—”

“Never mind that. Keep her safe. I’ll get the dog.”

Angela swung back and forth through the air. Denise dashed into the street trying to catch her before she could hit the pavement. As the two women crashed to the ground, Shilpy leaped into the light and brought the sword down. There was a loud howl, and then the creature was gone.

In the distance, a dozen more howls and barks echoed back.

“Go!” Shilpy screamed.

“But Thomas . . .”

“Get back.”

Another creature advanced into the light, growling. Angela staggered to her feet. When she saw the black shape, she shrieked before turning and running for a nearby wooden fence.

The shadow made a move for Angela. Shilpy stepped forward and swung the blade, but the shadow retreated several steps and disappeared into the darkness again.

Angela rolled inelegantly over the fence and disappeared with a thud.

“Shilps . . .”

“No time. I haven’t abandoned Thomas. Please trust me—”

The creature darted back again, and Shilpy was pulled to the concrete. Another shadow joined the first, but Shilpy brought the blade down. Both beasts retreated. She was free again.

Swearing, Shilpy shuffled backward.

“Shilps—”

“Go!”

Denise’s footsteps echoed down the street, and then the shadows surged towards Shilpy a second time. The blade sliced through one, leaving dust behind. Another three appeared to surround her, but they stopped short.

They must be afraid of the sword.

She swung at the air in front of her, but the beast she was aiming for slipped into the darkness again. Shilpy retreated several steps and gasped as she bumped into someone behind her.

“Is that what I think it is?” Terry asked Wolf.

Each of the boxers lowered a gun and aimed at her. “Who the hell are you and how did you get that sword?” Wolf asked.

Oh god! If Wolf got the sword, then her vision of him fighting Dusk in the alley would come true. Forgetting the bag for the moment, Shilpy raised the blade defensively and stepped sideways, trying to keep both men in sight. She noticed a moment too late that Wolf’s shadow had fallen into the streetlight.

A dark shape leaped at him, and the boxer cried out in pain before the monster threw him into the lamp. Without thinking, Shilpy charged forward and took the shadow dog out. It evaporated into dust.

Something hard struck her across the jaw, and she was on the ground. Dazed, Shilpy shook her head. Terry stood over her holding the sword in his bloodied hands.

“Dude, not cool,” Wolf said, climbing to his feet. He turned to Shilpy. “I don’t know who you are, or how you got this, but I’m assuming you’re with the Keres Ter Nyx.” Shilpy didn’t answer.

Terry handed him the sword.

Wolf inspected it carefully, turning the blade around in his hand and examining each marking.

Terry put his hands on Shilpy’s shoulders. “If she is Keres Ter Nyx, we can’t trust her, Dennis.”

Wolf ignored him. “You’re the one who bought the sword at the auction. I heard about you. Where’s Anderson?”

Shilpy turned away. Wolf studied her but then dropped his head.

“I see. Was it you? Or Ms. Wick?” Shilpy cringed. She’d never been a good liar. “Neither, then,” Wolf said. “Who killed him?”

“Take your hands off her!” Dusk shouted from the other end of the street. Shilpy’s gaze moved from Dusk to Wolf, who still held the sword.

It was happening.
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“No!” Shilpy moaned, raising her arm towards Dusk. Hadn’t there been enough death? “Run. Please run.”

He scowled.

Wolf glanced from Shilpy’s outstretched arm to Dusk and back again. He frowned as his mind worked it all through.

“Let her go,” Dusk commanded.

“Why?” Wolf asked, pacing back and forth with the Sword of Ponos held tightly in his right hand. He rested the flat of the blade against his broad shoulder. Based on how the man moved his feet, Shilpy could see he had skill. “Were you trying to steal the sword for yourself?” he asked Dusk.

“I could ask you the same question. Why is Mestor chasing after a weapon that can defeat the shadowpack?”

Wolf stopped.

“So you knew,” Dusk said.

“A moment ago, the shadowpack attacked me,” Wolf said. “Maybe Mestor was right to be concerned.”

Terry gripped Shilpy’s shoulders tighter. She winced and glanced back and up at him. His gaze was locked on the two men, and he was all but shaking. Something one of them had said must have hit a nerve. Which meant he was distracted. Good.

“I don’t control the shadowpack,” Dusk said.

“No, you control the man they obey. Or maybe you don’t.”

“Hond is loyal.”

“Not to me. Where’s Anderson?”

Dusk shrugged.

“Like that, is it?” Wolf’s face darkened.

Dusk took several hesitant steps closer. “I’ve always respected you.”

“This entire situation is disappointing,” Wolf replied. “We hoped for more—”

“You hoped that I would be more. A better killer? Is that why you pulled us out of Africa? To do your killing because you couldn’t stomach it? I’ve tried walking away from the fighting, but you keep manipulating me, herding me back here.”

“We wanted a leader.”

“Fine.” Dusk nodded to himself. “Terry, take the girl’s bag and then let her go,” he said, his voice full of authority.

Wolf’s head snapped around to his companion. Dutifully, Terry pulled the bag from Shilpy’s shoulder and pushed her forward.

“Terry . . . what are you doing?” Wolf said, his mouth going slack.

“What are you doing, Dennis?” Terry retorted. “Dusk practically won the war for us.”

Wolf was rooted to the spot in the centre of the road. He continued staring incredulously at Terry, who looked away but kept talking.

“He saved my life more times than I can count,” Terry said, his voice full of anger. “You talk about protecting your men, but when do you actually do it? What’s Mestor ever done for me? When the cops leaned on me last year, where was Mestor? Where were you? Dusk and Hond at least have my back. “

“Terry—” Wolf took a careful step towards the larger man. He didn’t see Dusk charging him until it was too late.

Wolf moved like a fighter, and while it seemed he knew how to use a sword, it clearly wasn’t his preferred weapon. The conversation with Terry had lowered his guard. Had he been unarmed he might have been able to recover, but reflexively, he tried to defend himself with the weapon at hand.

Dusk tackled him before he could get the blade up. The two men crashed into the asphalt, and the Sword of Ponos clattered towards Shilpy and Terry. The men immediately started trading blows. Dusk, on top, had an edge, but Wolf trained people to be fighters. He wouldn’t go down easy.

With the sword only half a dozen metres away, Shilpy knew this was her chance. Terry moved to intercept her. He was bigger than she was, and a boxer, which meant he could no doubt go the distance when he needed to.

Her one advantage was that he didn’t know she could fight. He closed the distance between them, his hands out. “You need to leave now,” he said. His wasn’t expecting much resistance. Taking the opportunity, she fired a right front kick into his belly. Terry fell back half a step with a grunt. His hand covered his solar plexus, and she followed up with a left side kick, which he knocked away with his fist.

He started moving from side to side. He was winded, but his eyes were alert and on her. Damn, he was big! Big and long-armed. If his fist even glanced her, she’d be eating concrete.

Shilpy had no choice but to switch to evasive tactics. She scampered around him like a scared rabbit. Yes, he had a longer reach, but if she could stay back, he couldn’t do much with it. He charged, she dodged. He threw a punch, she danced away. He gave chase and she punished him with another front kick.

His left fist came rocketing towards her, and she only just managed to drop in time. Unfortunately, he followed up with his right, which connected with her shoulder. Pain exploded through her arm, and she stumbled back and out of reach.

Eager, he tried to follow up but she kicked him again, forcing him to give her more distance. They were both breathing heavily now, and watching each other warily. Shilpy had lost the feeling in her arm, but she could still move it.

She waited. He threw an experimental punch, which she barely had to move to avoid. He tried again, and she kicked him in the ribs. Terry swore and then backed away. He was getting frustrated.

He came at her hard. It was all she could do to keep the distance between them as he swung and jabbed at her. She had no time to return a kick, and the constant movement back or to the sides left her entirely on the defensive.

Then, at last, he overextended himself. Shilpy dropped and struck him in the knee from the side. He crumpled to the ground, and his scream echoed up and down the street. She spun and, as hard as she could manage, kicked him across the jaw.

Terry’s skull cracked against the pavement. He didn’t get up.

Panting, Shilpy stumbled back towards the sword. Wolf had managed to wrestle himself away from Dusk. Both men were on their feet but clearly slowing down.

Together, they’d drifted closer to the sword, and even now each had one eye on it. Shilpy made her play, but before she’d run three steps, sharp teeth dug into her heel. The shadow dog pulled at her. Shilpy cried out and hopped once before hitting the cement stomach-first.

Intense pain radiated through her as the creature dragged her off the concrete and onto a shadowy patch of grass separating the road from a nearby property. Another invisible dog bit her hand, and it too pulled her painfully. Shilpy tumbled over and over until she was splayed out on the pavement in front of Hond.

His face looked almost cadaverous. Small drops of blood slid off the bony fingers of his left hand. The wound in his shoulder was still bleeding, and he hadn’t stopped to bandage it.

Dark shadows prowled back and forth or sat ready for Hond’s instructions. Shilpy cried out in pain when two more beasts fastened onto her shoulders.

Nearby, she could hear grunts and cries. Wolf had managed to get his hands back on the sword, and he and Dusk were wrestling over it. The shadow dogs darted back and forth, but when Dusk cried out in pain, Hond hissed and they dropped back. They surrounded Hond until the light from the street lamp went dark.

 New police sirens started up somewhere in the distance. Hond turned towards the sound, and several dark shapes shot off down the street, back the way Shilpy had come.

She gritted her teeth. Would the police be able to fight these things? It seemed unlikely. The more she saw of these monsters, the more she hated them. This might not be her war, but if she could find a way to destroy them, she would.

Wolf managed to pull away from Dusk and the two men fell backward, breathing hard. Dusk’s shirt was torn, and Wolf was staggering. Darkness surrounded them as they paced back and forth.

She’d seen this image, this moment, before. Countless times her visions had brought her here. The shadows would consume Dusk shortly, unless she could stop the scene. She had to.

Hond kneeled beside Shilpy, and his hot breath tickled her ear. She tried pulling away, but one of his monsters held her firm. “Magnificent, isn’t he.” He looked over at Dusk, who was pulling off his torn shirt. “You were never going to win, though. You don’t know him like I do.”

The creatures attached to her limbs dug their fangs into her flesh a little bit harder. Shilpy suppressed a scream. Tears rolled from her eyes, blurring her vision.

“You’re wrong,” she said, through clenched teeth.

“It’s who he is. He’s a warrior, a leader, Eris’s chosen. It’s who he was always meant to be.”

“That’s who you want him to be. Who you need him to be, otherwise you’ll be on your own. He doesn’t want it. If you gave him the choice—”

“Choice?” Hond chuckled. “The Star of Fate that you’re fighting so hard for. Is that what choice looks like? What good is it to be able to change your fate? Who’s to say one person’s future will be better than yours?” He spat a thick globule of phlegm into her hair.

Shilpy struggled, again in vain.

“Magic requires sacrifice, and I,” he ran his hand around his decaying face, “give my sacrifice willingly so that I may serve. What does the Star of Fate require?”

He strode across the grass, stepping over the still-unconscious Terry. Wincing from his injury, he pulled the crystal ball from the bag. Green light spilled onto the road. “Shall we find out?” He strode back towards her, holding the ball out threateningly.

The orb’s light swept over the ground, illuminating the outlines of the surrounding dogs. Something yelped.

Hond recoiled, pulling the Star towards his chest, but it was too late. The shadows shimmered, and the Star of Fate glowed brighter. Each shadow lifted off the pavement and hovered for a moment before flying towards the Star and being sucked into it. The clouds beneath the glass surface darkened.

Hond and Shilpy stared at each other in shock. Of course. The Moirai had said that the Star of Fate was needed to stop the shadows. She hadn’t imagined it could be used literally.

Hond looked down at the Star in his gloved hand. “A sacrifice,” he murmured, momentarily forgetting about Shilpy, who was now free.

She scrambled to her feet and punched his wounded shoulder. Hond screamed, and the Star of Fate and the bag fell from his hands. Shilpy threw another punch, but it went wide. Hond returned the favour by head butting her. Shilpy stumbled backward but stayed on her feet.

He was stronger than she was, and trained—a seasoned killer. However, she was younger, healthier, and hadn’t been shot. Shilpy stepped forward, but a roar of barking and growling erupted around her like a thunderstorm. Shilpy skipped back into the Star of Fate’s light as the shadowpack descended from all directions. Shadows sprang at her, but as soon as they passed inside the green glow, they were sucked up into the Star. One by one they vanished, and as the shadows were swallowed up, the Star of Fate grew blacker and darker.

Wolf, heaving, slashed the sword wildly this way and that, taking out whatever shadows remained before falling to his knees.

Then everything grew a little brighter. The neighbourhood fell into eerie quiet after all the noise and chaos. Even the police sirens had fallen deathly quiet, although Shilpy had no doubt more would be on the way.

Still, the shadowpack was gone. If nothing else, at least the shadows couldn’t hurt anyone now. Or could they?

Hond was staring at the crystal ball and smiling. “The power of Eris contained within that ball.” His voice was soft, contemplative. Shilpy frowned. Whatever that look was, whatever he had planned—it wasn’t good.

Wait. He didn’t lure them into the Star on purpose, did he?

“Hond.” Dusk sounded worried. Wolf was advancing towards him with the sword, and Dusk was unarmed. Without the support of Hond’s monsters, Dusk was in trouble.

 “The Star!” Hond shouted. “Pick it up! She said it makes people blessed. Well, now it contains Eris’s power.”

Shilpy froze. Eris’s power? Blessed? Then she remembered the vision where the shadows swirled around Dusk and converged on him. They funnelled down into his chest through a green ball of light—the Star of Fate.

Shilpy moved to grab the ball, but Hond intercepted her. “Not for you.” He laughed. “Should have walked away.”

Shilpy led with another front kick, but Hond caught her leg and pulled her off her feet. She landed on her back and the wind rushed out of her lungs. She tried sitting up, but then Hond was between her legs and on top of her.

Out of instinct, Shilpy’s hands snapped out to keep him from pinning her down. Hond screamed when her palm struck his left shoulder.

He slapped her hard across the cheek with his good hand. A sharp pain spread through her face, and her head snapped around, but she managed to maintain her grip on his shoulders. She could feel him pushing between her legs and against her, but he couldn’t get his body down.

Shilpy squirmed and managed to get her right foot onto his hip, just as his sweaty palms closed around her neck. Using a ju-jitsu move, Shilpy pulled her hands away from his shoulders and crossed them over his arms, grabbing his wrists with her hands. Using her body as an anchor and her arms against his wrists, she raised her hips and used her full weight to pin his arms against her chest. The move snapped his hands away from her throat, allowing her to breathe.

With his arms pinned, she managed to get her left foot onto his hip and pushed hard. She slid back across the pavement and away from him. Hond, his body extended, tried to come back in. She pushed him back with her legs, maintaining distance and control of the fight.

With no other choice, Hond pulled away. Shilpy let go of his opposing wrist and scissored her hands to try and grab his matching wrists. Her hand caught his left wrist but missed the right. Shilpy didn’t wait. He was wide open and unable to defend himself when her legs started moving. She kicked him in the crotch, followed up into his solar plexus, took him in the chin, and finally and deliberately went for his wounded shoulder.

Hond didn’t even scream. He went down with a whimper.

Shilpy rolled to her feet and staggered away from him. For a moment she thought he was going to get up again, but he stayed down. The slap across the cheek had left her a bit disoriented, and she swayed to and fro, trying to put some distance between her and her opponent.

Where was the Star?

There, in the gutter. They must have knocked it away while wrestling.

Dusk was lathered in sweat, and Wolf stood between him and the Star. Wolf advanced, and Dusk took a few steps back, but then two shapes leaped into the light and latched onto Wolf.

No. The monsters that had charged off after the police. They hadn’t been trapped in the Star like the others, and now they were back. Wolf struggled to fend them off. He was distracted.

Shilpy’s eyes darted from the Star to Dusk and back again. Dusk’s eyes were on hers, but then he glanced down at the Star, which had lost its green glow and now radiated blackness.

If he picked it up, it would destroy who he was. She couldn’t let that happen. Dusk started running. He was running towards the Star. Shilpy, still a little unsteady on her feet, stumbled across the road towards it. Dusk was faster, but she was closer.

The life of whoever got to it first, whoever picked it up, would be changed forever, consumed by the shadows within. If she beat him . . . well, she was going to die soon anyway.

The closer Shilpy got to the Star, the surer-footed she became. Dusk’s feet pounded on the road, and he was closing the distance faster than she was.

They reached the Star of Fate at more or less the same moment. Dusk reached down, ready to scoop it up like a rugby ball, but Shilpy kicked it—hard. Pain travelled like a shock wave up her leg, which almost collapsed under her when she returned to both feet.

The Star flew into the air, and Dusk instinctively caught it with his right hand.

For a moment, nothing happened. Police sirens, lots of them, had started up again, and were getting closer.

Wolf, having destroyed the shadow dogs, raced towards them both, his sword ready to hack through his enemies.

Then Dusk grabbed the Star of Fate with both hands. His head shot back, and his eyes went wide. His screams echoed up and down the street, competing with the approaching sirens.

Darkness exploded from his body, knocking Wolf and Shilpy off their feet. Wolf fell into a nearby letter box. Shilpy was spun around and landed on a parked car.

She shook her head and slid to the ground. There was a ringing in her ears, and flashes of light danced across her vision. She felt a surge that was familiar but also different somehow. The vision felt more fragmented and not quite complete. The world fell silent and all she could hear was what was in front of her.

The black surrounding Dusk shifted and spun into a mini tornado. It swept up the surrounding shadows. Streetlights up and down the road shattered in a series of small explosions.

Something moved within the darkness, and it took shape. The whirlwind disappeared, replaced by a figure. Thomas stood over Dusk.

For a moment, Shilpy felt a surge of hope, but then she saw that his eyes were filled with same inky blackness he’d just emerged from. Thomas’s right hand snapped out and wrapped around Dusk’s throat. His mouth twisted into something between a sneer and a snarl.

Then Thomas grimaced and shuddered violently, like a vengeful ghost from a Japanese horror movie. Darkness spewed from his eyes and mouth before wrapping around his body like a cloak. When it cleared, the harpy goddess, Eris, stood in his place.

Eris grasped Dusk’s head with two clawed hands and lowered her mouth to his. She flickered for a moment, taking on Thomas’s form, but then flashed back again.

Wide-eyed, Dusk struggled as Eris kissed him, but she held him in place. The whites of his eyes turned black, as Thomas’s had been, and then his pupils disappeared as well. Dusk stopped fighting and lost himself in the kiss.

Finally, Eris released her grip and broke away from him. He slumped back onto his knees.

“Arise, my child, my son, my heir. Arise and serve discord.” Eris’s screeching voice tore at Shilpy’s ears.

Dusk nodded, and with violent and jerky movements, he climbed to his feet.

The rushing sensation ended, and the world with all its sirens and shouting crashed back in. Eris disappeared. Shilpy stumbled, half walking, half crawling, onto the road.

“Dusk?” she called out.

He stood staring into space. A series of emotions crossed his face.

Wolf also found his feet again. Armed with the sword, he raced towards Dusk. He raised the weapon over his head and swung down. Dusk casually stepped to the side, avoided the sword, and then slapped the boxer across the face with the back of his hand. Wolf flew off the ground and over ten metres through the air before crashing onto the hood of a car.

Dusk smiled and stared at his hand. The ball fell onto the road and, after a shallow bounce, rolled under a nearby car.

Shilpy stared incredulously at Wolf’s now-still form. That was impossible. Like something out of a comic book. When she turned back, Dusk was looking at her, not saying a word.

He looked harder somehow, less kind. His eyes, no longer black, were just a little too wide, as if he’d gone mad.

There was no one left. Just the two of them. Hond, Wolf, and Terry were all on the ground. The shadowpack was gone, and the Keres Ter Nyx had either fled or were dead.

“We win,” he said, without emotion.

We? Shilpy shook her head, feeling as though she might vomit. “You killed all those people.”

“Yes,” he replied. “We shouldn’t have let them run loose like that. It’s regrettable.”

She stared at him hard. Regrettable? Hearing him admit to it, own what he’d done, was chilling. He had to have known what the shadowpack might do, yet he’d let it loose anyway.

“Hond was right. I don’t know you.”

“You were hardly forthcoming about your past.”

She couldn’t help herself—she slapped him across the cheek. He raised his hand. Given how far he’d sent Wolf flying, he could very well break her neck. Shilpy braced herself.

His lip twitched for a moment, but then he lowered his hand and ran his fingers across his cheek where she’d slapped him.

“I lied to you because I wanted nothing to do with this world, these people, and their fighting,” Shilpy said. “I just wanted to be normal. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Neither did I. People have manipulated me all my life. They turned me into a monster. The more I try and dig myself out, the deeper the hole becomes. Violence is the only language these people understand. I won’t let them control me again.”

Shilpy shook her head. He was insane. Maybe he’d always been insane. Maybe the Star had made him this way.

“I feel her inside me now,” Dusk said. “Helping me to reach my full potential. The ultimate warrior. A leader for my goddess.”

Shilpy wiped a tear away. “You could have been so much more.”

Dusk laughed a soft, bitter laugh and turned away. He walked to Wolf and picked up the sword. Police sirens were nearly on top of them. “It’s time to go.”

“I’m not coming with you.”

He nodded but didn’t turn. “Perhaps that’s for the best.” He moved to Hond, picked him up, and put him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

Was this it then? Was there nothing else to be said? “I can’t be around this sort of violence,” she called after him.

“Goodbye, Shilpy,” he shouted back.

He was halfway down the road when she called out to him for the final time. “Dusk!” He turned. “Did you ever even love me?”

Dusk flinched. His mouth opened, and he looked as if he might say something. Then he shut it again, turned, and walked away, barely slowed under Hond’s weight. The street felt a little bit darker.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




Shilpy and Wolf caught several trains and lost themselves in the city. Wolf was out of it. Sometimes he leaned on her for support, other times he followed obediently. At one point she had to take him by the hand. His face had gone an ugly dark purple where Dusk struck him. He drifted in and out of sleep between stops, but Shilpy wasn’t going anywhere in particular, so she let him sleep.

At one point he woke and seized Shilpy’s hand. His voice was weak, but when she put her ear to his swollen lips, she could just make out his words. “Why help me?”

Shilpy didn’t answer him. She wasn’t even sure herself. Maybe to curry favour and find allies in her fight against Eris’s shadows. Maybe because it was the right thing to do.

Wolf was hurt, but not critically injured. When she was sure they were safe, she slipped away. She didn’t notice which station she’d gotten off at. 

She tried contacting Denise. The call went through to her friend’s voicemail. Shilpy told the machine what she’d seen, and that she didn’t think Thomas was coming back. She apologised and hung up.

Bruised and in pain, she wandered the streets until she found a small bar. It was empty except for two young guys sitting at a table talking about computers. The barmaid served her water, but Shilpy could see from the woman’s impatient looks that she wanted her to either buy a real drink or get out. She probably thought Shilpy was homeless, which she supposed she was.

The bruises on her face and neck couldn’t be leaving a good impression. They had subsided somewhat, and felt less painful. Was this even the same night she’d run from Dusk? Had a few hours passed? Or had she been on the run for days? Who knew when her last meal had been.

The round crystal ball rested against her hip inside its bag. Dusk had left it behind. Whether intentionally or not she didn’t know. It was all she had left. She drank the water, trying to ignore the incessant pain in her stomach.

She felt drained, as if she’d been crying for a long time. Which seemed likely. Had she been weeping over Dusk and the death of their relationship, or her failure to support her best friend? She couldn’t remember. Whichever it had been, it had left her numb.

One of the guys from the table behind her slipped up to the bar. He ordered some wedges and another two drinks and waited for the woman to return with change.

He was short with curly hair and slightly overweight but not unattractive. Their eyes met and he flashed her a smile, but she could see him staring at her bruises. He probably thought she was freak. She probably was. Once he had his change, he returned to his table.

She focused on her water and didn’t notice the person taking a seat next to her until she spoke. “Hello, Shilpy Chopra.”

Defeated and exhausted, Shilpy turned to the woman and sighed heavily. It was the youngest of the Moirai. “Hello. Is it my time?”

“If it were, then Atropos would be sitting here, not me.”

Ah yes, Atropos was the goddess who determined the moment and circumstances of death, the crone. It was coming back to her now.

“Is this a vision?”

The young goddess glanced around the room and pursed her lips. “Yes, I suppose it is, in a way. You are here, but the people in this pub cannot see me.”

Shilpy nodded.

“We noticed you have not used the Star yet.”

Shilpy ran her hand over the hard surface within her bag. She’d been avoiding thinking about using the Star for herself. She had been working so hard just to survive and escape.

She couldn’t go back to her job, to Dusk, to her home, or to her friends for fear that someone might be waiting. There was nowhere left for her to go, no one left to turn to. She had literally lost everything.

“If you use the Star, you can have any life you want.” The goddess said. “A home to go to, food to eat, you could find love, success, and money, and could probably stave off death until you are old, and grey. You would have your normal life.”

A normal life. The thing she’d always dreamed of.

 “Your time is not here yet, but Lachesis is working hard. Atropos grows impatient. If you do it, it must be soon. Remember, we are at war with Eris’s shadows.”

“Yes, you are.”

The goddess leaned back in her chair and looked Shilpy up and down. It was strange. Away from her own realm and sisters, she appeared more expressive. Almost human. Almost.

Right now, she looked uncertain. Given that she was a goddess of fate, a creature that defined who and what would happen to every person ever born, Shilpy found this irrationally satisfying.

“Meaning what?” she asked Shilpy.

Shilpy chuckled bitterly. “Don’t worry. I’ll do my job. I can’t un-see what I’ve seen. I can’t pretend that this is someone else’s problem, or that it has nothing to do with me. The shadows . . .” She took a deep breath, and her hand tightened around the ball. “If I can get this to someone who will stop them, someone who will make sure that what happened in Newtown never happens again then . . .” She trailed off.

“Will you use the Star?” Clotho asked. “To extend your life.”

Shilpy sniffed. The barmaid returned from the kitchen with the plate of wedges and two small bowls of dip—sour cream and sweet chilli. She left the food on a serving tray on the bar and called out to the man.

Damn those wedges smelled good. Shilpy’s stomach rumbled in protest, but she tore her eyes away and forced herself to stare at the water. “I’ve seen how your gift works,” she said softly, almost muttering, so as not to draw too much attention to herself. “I’ve seen the price it requires. I’d be no better than Hond.”

Clotho sighed in exasperation. “Without the Star—”

“Without the Star, you’ll have to work that little bit harder to make sure I succeed.” Shilpy stared Clotho down. “You and Lachesis need to keep Atropos away from me until I get the Star where you need it to be.”

“Our chosen are not ready.” The goddess replied.

Shilpy shrugged. Clotho drew herself up to her full height, and her brows deepened into a frown. The very air around them seemed to shift and press down on Shilpy. “Very well. If you insist on being stubborn—” the goddess said.

The curly-haired fellow returned to the bar to pick up his wedges. Again, their eyes met.

“You look like you haven’t eaten in a while,” he said. Shilpy almost jumped in her seat. He was talking to her. Here she was, at a bar alone with a glass of water, no idea when she’d last eaten, bathed, or changed clothes, muttering to herself, and he was talking to her.

She shook her head but didn’t reply.

“We’re not going to eat all these. Care to join us?”

“I shouldn’t,” Shilpy said, eyeing the barmaid.

“We insist.”

Shilpy turned and looked up at Clotho. 

“We’ll have to be a little more heavy-handed with your destiny than we might otherwise like,” the goddess said. “We accept your deal, blessed one. Until you complete your purpose, we will do what we can to keep you alive. Go. Eat.”

Shilpy turned back to the short man offering her food. He was still smiling. “Going once . . .” he said.

She turned again, but Clotho was gone.

The barmaid rolled her eyes and gave her a brief nod. Shilpy shivered. What had she just agreed to?

“Going twice . . .”

She nodded and gathered her bag. With one final look at the empty chair Clotho had just vacated, Shilpy stood and followed the wedges back to their table.







To be concluded in The Star of Fate.
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