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The heat of a fire caressed my frozen cheeks. The frosted blood 
caked on my skin started to glow and grow sticky as I wiped my 
hand across my face. Watching the crimson smudges on my hand, 
my gaze slid to my right, where the carcass of a wild boar lay skinned 
and ready to be portioned for dinner. I didn’t mind the cold, not 
really. I was warm-blooded enough to shrug it off with little effort. 
What I did hate was the scarcity of food during the months when 
snow and ice ruined the otherwise plentiful opportunities of a fresh 
roast over the fire. I guess I’d been lucky this time. 

In the light of the fire, I unwrapped my scarf, cloak, and coat from 
around my body, tucking in my wings to let slip the garments off 
my shoulders with a graceful slide. I left them in a pile, kicking my 
boots off and dropping them on top of it, too. Walking barefoot with 
the silence of the shadows, I made my way to the pantry in a small 
side room of the cottage. There, I twisted the cork off of a bottle of 
distillate and closed my eyes before I smelled. “Burnt oak and sherry 
casks,” I whispered. Pouring myself a glass, I could see my bloodied 
face reflected in the surface of my drink; my pale skin, my black hair 
tousled and refusing to stay wrapped in the band I’d used to keep it 
from my face. My black eyes shimmered in the flickering light that 
lit up the house. 

With my glass in my hand, I dropped myself on the carpet in front of 
the hearth. I reminded myself that this was only a short break. That 
boar needed to be portioned today. But what was I worrying about? 
What was the worst that could happen if, for some reason, I’d sit 
here and fall asleep? There was a time when sleep meant death. 
There was a time when carelessness was a one-way ticket to The 
Keep of Whispers, imprisonment, and torture at the hands of the 
Datcheries or worse; Gael Griswold. 

The Datcheries. John and his undying son James. I remembered 
Sovren taking care of the abomination; breaking his neck far enough 
for it to never grow back and heal again. Sovren, yes. I remembered 
him, too. I’d gained a good friend in the machine. A better friend 
than most humans could ever even pretend to be. I’d stuck my neck 
out for him more than once and the only reason I found myself here 
was that he returned the favor without so much as breaking a sweat. 
I missed him.
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Here. I’d built a cottage on the far-end border of the northern 
territory. Far from the Datcheries, far from The Keep of Whispers, 
far from everyone and everything who once sought to shove my 
head on a pike and put it on display. A shiver shot down my spine, 
reminding me of the days where survival was a matter of being 
the first to kill. But now, my last kill was months ago. Well, my last 
human kill anyway. My eyes slid back to the boar as I wondered 
what changed so badly that I found myself living a peaceful life in 
the outback of the snowy north. 

What changed? What had I done? What devilish trade had I made that 
agreed with peace… and in return for what? I winced at the searing 
pain I felt tearing through my wings. Images of John Datchery flaying 
them, spreading out feathered pieces of skin across his pinboard on 
the wall, flashed before my eyes. I remembered screaming, endless 
screaming. I remembered light reflecting off a surgical toolkit. 

“You’re not thinking of waking up, are you?” A female voice 
sounded from behind me as the door slammed shut in the raging 
storm outside. A gust of cold air chilled me for a second, bringing 
my attention back into the now. Turning around to see who was 
speaking, my mouth fell open at what I saw. 

“Hazel?” I gasped. 

“Yeah, silly. Who else would it be?” Hazel, the fiery-haired beauty I’d 
dreamt of since the moment I killed her, shrugged off her coat and 
placed herself next to me in front of the fire. Her cold body reminded 
me of the snow I once found her in, reminded me of her corpse 
as the image of her sprawled on Datchery’s floor, neck broken and 
twisted, faded before me. 

“I–I thought…” I stammered.

“Thought what?” Her eyes, filled with winter’s joy, looked into mine. 

“I thought you were dead.”

Hazel smiled and guided my arm to wrap it around her shoulders. 
“Then what a pleasant surprise it must be to see me.”
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She was right. With my wings still hurting and barely being able to 
ignore the pain, the sight of her face warming up near mine, was 
beyond simple pleasure. “What are you doing here?” I asked. A snort 
was all I got from her. “Is this a dream?”

Looking around, I thought I could see faces lurking in the shadows. 
I thought I could see cables and wires, tools and computer screens 
flash at a distance.

“Look at me.” Hazel’s voice was like the sound of spring birds 
chattering on a sunny morning. “Gideon.” She pressed her finger 
under my chin and guided my face to look at her. “Stay with me.”

Again, I winced at the searing pain that crushed my wings. “What the 
hell?” I groaned but Hazel moved to lay me on my back, hovering 
over me like a warm blanket of lust and love. 

“Stay with me,” she whispered again before her cold lips pressed 
against mine. As if she knew where the pain would come up next, 
she started kissing the side of my face. My jaw, my temples, my chest 
when it felt like a knife cut straight into my flesh. 

“What is happening?” My voice broke off when it felt like my arm 
was crushed between two, red-hot, iron tongs. I screamed when the 
sensation of cracking bones began to overcome the warmth of the 
fireplace at my side, the touch of Hazel’s lips and cold finger as she 
caressed me, hushed me. 

Flashes. Faces in the fireplace. Faces hovering over me, wicked 
smiles reflecting in Hazel’s dead eyes. 

Dead. “You’re dead,” I moaned, torn between her pleasure and my 
pain. 

Hazel looked at me with a twisted smile. “Stay with me,” she rasped 
from a throat filled with worms and dirt. Her eyes faded into empty 
sockets; black, gaping holes staring deep into my soul. 

“This is a dream!” Of course, it was. How could I have been so stupid 
to not see it? My wings were twisted again. 

“It is what you make of it, Gideon.” Hazel’s face was normal again,
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as beautiful and radiant as I remembered it. “You can choose to be 
with me, and I will do all I can to take away your pain. Or, you can go 
back in there.” She nudged her chin at the fireplace. 

“Where is there?” I asked, barely able to speak by now. 

“Shh. Let us whisper.” Hazel planted another kiss on my lips, licking 
the taste of my blood from them. 

Whisper. Fuck. I remembered. After the whole ordeal with the 
Singularian and the standoff with the Datcheries, I’d been caught. 
I was dragged through the field, gagged at the compound, and 
transported in a cage on wheels. “The Keep of Whispers,” I answered. 

“Stay with me.”

“No. You’re dead.” 

“So will you be if you don’t listen to me.” Hazel rose to her feet, 
looking down at me with her arms folded across her chest. “Focus, 
Gideon. Gael Griswold is tearing you to pieces.”

“What?” Again, my eyes moved to the fireplace. Deep, golden eyes 
stared at me amidst the flames. A gleaming knife in his hands 
reached closer—closer. 

“Gideon,” Hazel urged . 

It worked. She got my attention. 

“Your wounds will heal. All you need to do is survive.”

I gasped, unable to breathe as something cut deeper into my chest 
this time. 

“Don’t pass out, love. Breathe. Focus on me. Stay. With. Me.”

I don’t know where I found the strength, but I hauled myself onto 
my feet and grasped her. “I’m here,” I cried, tears rolling down my 
cheeks as I could barely stay up straight. My wings twisted, broke, 
cracked… 

7



Hazel guided me to the table. Her cold hands brushed along the 
stems of my wings to ease my pain. Her lips kept kissing—kissing. I 
could taste the dirt in my mouth but I didn’t care. It was working. A 
veil dropped in front of my eyes. I could see myself. Or a version of 
myself. Tied to an upright table, stabbed with the blades and knife 
still protruding from my body, and wings pegged to the wall. I was 
the first to dream. I was the dream. I built a castle made of sand. I 
shaped planets made of dreams. I woke the dead. 

I survived. 

Surrendering to Hazel’s touch, I waited for the pain to stop coming 
like crashing waves, and for glowing warmth to heal my wounds. 
This was a dream, but this was also very real. All of it. This was a 
dream of murder and hot blood, of a mannequin made of knives. I 
was made of knives. Stabbed like a needle cushion, I screamed as I 
opened my eyes. Hazel’s face faded into the dark, deep-set creases 
in Gael Griswold’s face. 

“Had enough?” He asked, his voice raw from dark enjoyment. 

I opened my mouth to speak but only blood came out. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Gael moved to place his bloodied tools back 
onto a tray. He sighed, making it look like he actually cared when he 
turned back to me and patted my cheek. “No one steals what is mine 
and gets away with it unscathed. Remember that, little bird. You’d 
be wise to.”

“I remember you being less of a puppet to Datchery’s will,” I grunted, 
spitting out more blood. 

Gael chuckled. “If only you knew, Crow.” He turned his back on me 
and walked to the steel doors that separated this room from the 
others. “Datchery is nothing but a means to an end. I’ve already 
made Death dance to my tune on his son before. You are all puppets, 
Gideon, nothing more.”

The door shut behind him, cutting off all light except for the candle 
that was soon about to snuff out, too. I wanted to dream again. Even 
if it was to be a nightmare. 

8



8



“Hush my dark angel.” 

I opened my eyes to the flickering light of an old neon tube. It took 
me some seconds to find a point of orientation in this confounding 
space. After three straight days of torture and live anatomy sessions 
performed on my body, Griswold had made it a sport to leave his 
bloodied tools of the trade spread out in front of me. He didn’t clean 
them, he didn’t sort them the way he used to. No. He left them with 
all the parts and pieces of me he’d severed, still stuck to them. This 
was The Keep of Whispers and every fiber of my being was aware 
of that.

“Don’t cry, my winged cousin.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks. My wounds were healing, I could 
feel my flesh regrow in the holes Griswold had left. Tatters of skin 
reattached to form scars that later would heal and vanish, too, 
leaving no traces of Griswold’s wicked science. The only scars left 
were the ones marking my memory—and they cut deep. 

“Seek my words,” The voice kept talking, whispering in the back of 
my head. “Though faint, you can feel them calling, can’t you?”

“Who are you?” I groaned, pained by the raw strain around my 
throat. I squinted my eyes to focus, to sharpen the images behind 
the blur of my tears. 

“A friend, though we have never really met. Perhaps you could 
consider me your cousin, as we both guide people to their ends. My 
Harbinger.”

By the Gods, it had been years since anyone called me that. Mainly 
Datchery’s men had made that name a thing, and I kind of accepted 
it as it fit the theatrics of who I was, who people thought I was at 
the time. Harbinger; death-collector. Whenever I was near, death 
followed soon after.

A quiet chuckle took on the shape of a woman, hovering her face 
inches away from mine as she smiled. She was a pleasant sight;
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dark, friendy, hair all tousled and decorated with golden beads 
among her frizzy curls. Her cold breath deflected against my skin as 
she softly blew a strand of hair from my eyes. 

“Is this another dream?” I asked. “Are you going to replace Hazel 
now?”

“Oh, no, Gideon. I am most definitely not a dream. Some would wish 
I was, though.” Her hand pressed against my chest. Ghostly fingers 
reached for my heart, caressing it, and squeezing it carefully. 

“Who are you?” I asked again. 

“Gideon, do you really not see?” The woman answered. She spread 
out her arms and turned around her axis to show herself. Her black 
robes, leather boots—in a way, she didn’t look so different from me 
whenever I was in full attire. “I am Death.”

I swallowed, gagging at the taste of iron and blood in my mouth. 
“Are you my death?”

“If you wish me to be.” Death stepped backward and I screamed 
at the sensation of my heart beating faster to keep up with my 
metabolism; healing my wounds and mending my very soul. “Do you 
want the torture to stop?” She pulled one of the laboratory chairs 
from underneath the table and slid it in front of me. The metal legs 
scraped with a sound that echoed in my ears with a painful screech. 

“I don’t have time for this,” I muttered. 

“Oh, really?” Death smirked, stepping over the seat and sitting down, 
resting her elbows on the backrest and propping her chin onto them 
with one, graceful movement. “Pease, explain to me, Gideon, what 
else is in that busy agenda of yours? Aside from seeing your guts on 
display and your wings cut up—again.”

I closed my eyes, picturing the things I’d always imagined would kill 
me. This woman before me had never been the face of my demise. 
A foul trade gone wrong perhaps, a Hunter collecting my bounty. 
Hell, even the Singularian crossed my mind. “The Singularian,” I 
whispered. “Is he safe?”
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Death chuckled again. “You are such a noble creature, Gideon. Look 
at you, my right hand in all the comings and goings of the tides of 
life, but still worried about the well-being of a machine.”

“Is he safe?” 

“He’s not dead if that’s what you mean. But you know that’s only 
because he is not within my grasp.”

“Did Datchery take him, too?” I opened my eyes again, locking my 
gaze onto Death’s. It was so strange to look such a peaceful, almost 
playful, face in the eyes knowing it would be the last I’d see. 

“If he did, would you follow him?” Death cocked her head to the side. 
Her blue eyes flashed at the same frequency as the flickering neon 
tube. 

“I would.” 

“To follow blindly is to sacrifice oneself to the abyss. You would be 
just another lost soul, Gideon.”

“What would you have me do? Aside from dying here?”

“Hm,” Death smiled, “you make it sound like it would be something 
you’d consider.”

I tore at my restraints. Perhaps this time, my luck would turn. Perhaps 
this time, they would break and I could step forward to strangle her 
myself. Then again, if she was Death, could she really die? Could I 
die? “What do you want from me?” I asked. 

“I want you to not lose yourself in the whisper of the words next time 
you hear them. I want you to follow their purpose.”

“Damn you, woman! Stop speaking in riddles!” I snarled. If there was 
anything I didn’t want to hear right now, it was riddles and words 
spoken with hidden truths. I needed clarity and purpose, indeed.

“Very well,” said Death as she rose from her chair and walked closer. 
“I’ll speak plainly.” She wrapped both her hands around my
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face before she continued. “You know as well as I do that you can’t 
die like this. Griswold knows this, too, which is why he is giving you 
two days’ respite before he comes back to torture you again and 
again. What I’m asking you is this: do you want this cycle to continue 
until you lose your mind in a haze of pain and misery? Or do you 
want to continue your path, follow the maze back to the Singularian 
to try your luck at a destiny you chose for yourself?”

“Does it matter if either will lead to my end, no matter how you twist 
and turn it?”

Death patted my cheek. “You know,” she smirked, her face radiating 
a sense of amusement as much as pity, “there was a time where all 
you cared about was yourself.”

“There was also a time I had no one else to care about.”

“Very true. Tell me, what is it that draws you to the Singularian? I’ve 
never seen it. I can’t touch it.”

“It’s nothing personal. I just don’t want to see the world devoured 
by Griswold’s science. He’s done too much of that already.” I would 
have shrugged if my shoulders weren’t dislocated, waiting to snap 
back into place after my body was done healing my skin. 

Death folded her hands together. I wasn’t sure yet if she was truly 
touched or mocking me. “And so the Harbinger becomes the Savior, 
is that it? You wish to save the world?”

I didn’t answer. What was I supposed to say? 

“My dear boy, any such sacred mission cannot be endeavored on 
one’s own. You need allies.”

“I know. I was about to find one in the machine, but that Godsdamn 
John Datchery snatched me away before I could do anything 
meaningful!” Blood spurted from my mouth as I hissed, tugging my 
restraints again. “You said you’d speak plainly. What do you want 
from me?”

“I want what I can’t have, Gideon; you. Yes, you indeed have an
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 to play in the future Vanguard. It’s also true that I can’t take you 
by force. So, if you and I are to become friends or allies in your 
endeavor to save the world, you will have to join me by your own 
free will.” Death let her hands slide along my arms, following the 
healing scars down to my wrists. “I will be here for you, Gideon; 
waiting. Every time Griswold stabs you, I will whisper. Every knife, 
every blade cutting your flesh, I will call. And I will not give up until 
I either have what I want, or you find a way to stop this madness 
from happening.”

I flashed a manic, blood-gurgling smile. “You make it sound desper-
ate. What am I worth to you?” 

“You are worth my time. I can wait,” Death grimaced. 

“No, you can’t. You need me for something.” I was onto her plan. Or 
I was hallucinating. Either was possible at this point. I mean, if this 
was real, I figured Death would only come to visit me because she 
had a purpose for me. If it wasn’t—well, then there was no reason 
to not play along, was there? I had nothing better to do anyway. 
However, despite knowing I had some sort of wicked advantage on 
Death, I feared what she was up to. Her entire concept was to get 
what she wanted—always. If she wanted me dead to join her by 
her side, whatever that meant, I assumed it was only a matter of 
time. After all, I was mortal. She would drive me insane, surely. She 
would allow me to be tortured again and again until I lost my mind 
and begged her to release me. Fuck. I needed that Singularian. He 
stuck out his neck for me before, surely he would do it again? 

“I’ll tell you a little secret,” Death whispered. “Soon, you will have a 
chance to escape. If you catch it, I promise I will leave you in peace. 
If you don’t, you and I must talk business. Agreed?” 

What choice did I have? I nodded my head, feeling the iron bands 
around my face bite into my skin. All I could do was keep my eyes 
open and wield my wits. If Griswold would ever be stupid enough 
to grant me a chance to escape, I’d be ready for it. All I needed to 
do was survive. 

Survive. Hazel told me to survive in my dreams.
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Breathe. In and out. Transverse the ethereal plains in her company, 
in my dreams. My body would heal. It was my mind that needed 
sharpening. I could not, would not go mad at the hands of Gris-
wold. I would survive, and find purpose in the whispering words. 
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The glass door leading into the laboratory slammed against the 
wall, waking me from a state between sleep and lucid dreaming. 
By now, I’d seen many faces with my eyes closed. Hazel and Death 
appeared to be only the beginning. In my dreams I walked alongside 
bounties I’d once collected. Surprisingly, none of them blamed me 
for what I did to them. I’d walked with women with slashed throats, 
gurgling up blood as they spoke to me. I’d found myself talking to 
men with each and every bone in their body broken as I’d dropped 
them on the rocks from a great height. But in my walks and my 
lucid conversations, they all shared one thing; the face of despair 
connected to what had been done to them. 

“Good morning, little bird,” Gael Griswold purred as he walked 
through the doors and ordered the men behind him to shut them. 
“Are you ready for another class in anatomy?”

Despair. Griswold’s face was the mask of the dreaded feeling for 
more people than I could count. It wasn’t me, not even for all those 
people I’d guided to their bloody ends. It was Griswold, standing at 
the top of the food chain, ordering his puppets around to feed his 
hunger. 

“What if I said no?” I asked, raising my chin to look him in the eyes 
with a defiant glare. 

Griswold chuckled. “I’d say that sounds like a you problem.”

“Then why bother asking?” The chains around my arms rattled 
when I tore at them. If that chance to escape Death talked about 
was coming soon, I sure as hell wasn’t going to miss it. But clearly, 
this wasn’t it and I rested my eyes on the students who moved in 
Griswold’s shadow.

Three men and a young lady seated themselves behind the table, 
taking out their notebooks and pencils to scribble down their 
findings. The sketches they’d made of my anatomy were at least 
half-decent, were it not so freaking weird to look at drawings of my 
own cut-up body. Respectless, fucking scumbags.

“I’m just kidding, Crow.” Griswold answered after having allowed me 
some time to observe the students and their work.

18



18

“Gideon,” I corrected him but He waved his hands dismissively at my 
answer. 

“Ah, so you’ve converted again, little bird?” he hawked. 

I didn’t answer him. What was the point?

“Well, let us not digress,” Gael hummed. Only now did he take some 
time to observe the chair in front of me; the chair Death had placed 
there. I Could tell by the look in his eyes, his dark eyebrows knitting 
together, he didn’t understand what had happened. “Did you have 
a visitor?”

I smiled. “She sends her regards.”

Griswold’s face relaxed. “Anyone taking time to sit down with you 
but leaving you hanging nonetheless is, indeed, a friend of mine. Tell 
me, what was her name?” He scratched his hand through his black 
beard as he used his other to put the chair back where it belonged. 

“Death,” I answered, Not breaking my stare. I may have been on the 
edge of despair while I watched my own blood and gore dry up on 
the metal of his tools, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t at least try to 
make him uncomfortable about the things that waited for him if I 
ever got out.

Again, Griswold laughed, as did his students behind him. “Behold, 
lady, gentlemen,” he roared exorbitantly, “after years of cross-
breeding and dominant gene splicing, humor will never go extinct.”

The students scribbled down frantically as they nodded their heads. 
By the gods, how could they Be such a pathetic sight to see? They 
had actually taken notes on some cracked-up joke. Wow.

“Cut the crap,” Griswold grumbled, “who visited you?”

My eyes moved to the restraints around my arms and wings. 
“Cut me loose and I’ll tell you all about her,” I answered, “ A quick 
demonstration would allow me to show best what she was all about.”

Griswold walked to the table and picked up one of the scalpel blades
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that had my blood caked onto it like rust. He twisted it between his 
fingers, letting it roll and allowing the light of the neon tube to reflect 
off its surface on my face.

“You don’t scare me, Gael,” I urged, “cut me up all you want, I have 
nothing to tell you. Not about Death, and most certainly not about 
that blasted Singularian you’re after.”

“And yet, Griswold purred, taking my hand in his and slowly sliding 
the blade underneath my claw, “I struggle to believe that you 
have nothing to say about the machine, despite having been in its 
company.”

“I think it’s about time you checked your sources. Did Datchery tell 
you about this?”

“Cut the crap, Crow.” Gael chuckled. “Hmm, I like the ring in that.”

I rolled my eyes at his childish humor. “Talk about my sense of 
humor,” I huffed, “it looks like years of dominant gene-splicing totally 
fucked up yours, didn’t it?”

The students picked up their pencils and scribbled my words down 
again. I seethed at the sight of such stupidity. Gael, however, was 
not amused. He wiggled the scalpel underneath my claw from left to 
right to pry it loose. 

“So what now, Gael?” My voice trembled as I tried not to scream or 
cry at the pain in my finger. “You will torture me until I come up with 
a story about the blasted machine? If it’s a story you want, I’ll tell you 
anything you want to hear. I have nothing on him!” Shit. That was 
true despair in my voice, right there. 

“Not just any story,” Griswold smiled, “I want you to tell me the truth. 
I need to know what Sixsmith created. I need to know how it works, 
how it thinks if I want to be ready by the time it comes knocking at 
my door.” He pulled out the blade from underneath my claw with a 
slow and painful movement before he inserted it under another. His 
fingers played with the momentum of the knife, wiggling it, twisting 
it, and turning it to pry loose what should have been stuck.
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I screamed. “Godsdamnit, I already told you, I know nothing about 
him!” 

“Not good enough.” Gael turned back to his students with a grand 
gesture. “Earlier, we looked at the intestinal system of a most 
successful Splice. What part should we look at today?”

The students leafed through their notes and whispered to each 
other before the young lady answered. “The eyes are fascinating to 
all of us, Sir. We would love to learn more about how they work, how 
they can change, and how it’s done at will.”

“Very well, Griswold answered as he picked up another blade from 
the table set with tools. He wiped the gore on his sleeve before he 
pressed it underneath my right eye. “I’ll tell you what, little bird, you 
tell me who visited you, and I promise I’ll make this session a quick 
one. You tell me about the Singularian, we’ll discuss the terms of 
your release.”

My heart hammered in my chest. My eye would heal but right now, I 
was scared shitless of what that would feel like. Griswold had broken 
most of me before. Never my eyes, though. But he was talking about 
my release and I couldn’t help but think Death had spoken the 
truth about a chance to escape. I had to come up with something, 
something good that would set him on the wrong trail without him 
knowing it. Think, Gideon. Think!

Gael took away the blade from my face and turned back to his 
students. “Are you sure about the eyes?” He purred. 

What was he up to now? 

“It would be such a shame to mess up such a pretty face, wouldn’t 
you think?” he continued. I wondered if he was legitimately biding 
my time or if his narcissism finally bit him in the ass; for the moment 
he turned around to chat with his students about what part they 
should cut up other than my eyes, I had the perfect idea. He wanted 
to play with my despair. I was going to fuck around with his. There 
was no mistake to be made; Gael Griswold was as desperate to find 
that Singularian as I was to get the hell out of the place, and I was the 
only one who could tell him where to find it.
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Desire: the one thing without measurement that could drive people 
to insanity and victory alike, if the two were not the same. It was the 
one emotion that could drive a man to kill or torture while believing 
the right thing was being done. In my opinion, it was nothing but a 
virus infecting the mind. One single desire could drive us to rage, 
lust, or tears. What I wouldn’t give right now, to find the one I could 
use on Griswold. To see his heart swell with longing, and burst. To 
see his desire laid bare in his chest, grasp it, and crush it with all my 
power. 

“Tell me, little bird—” Gael spoke quietly as he fidgeted with one of 
the scalpel blades, still considering where to put it. “Did you ever 
wonder who you’d be if I had not shaped you into who you are 
today?”

“I wouldn’t be here if that’s what you’re asking,” I answered, eyes 
fixed on the gleaming metal. 

Griswold chuckled. “You wouldn’t even exist,” he purred. “You are 
right. The only reason you are alive is because I made you.”

“And now you want my thanks, is that it?” For a brief moment, I 
checked my shackles again, hoping that perhaps this time, they’d 
come loose. Of course, they hadn’t, and I swallowed when Gael 
walked closer. The cold edge of the blade pressing against my chest 
right where my heart was hammering, felt like the touch of Death 
herself. This was it. I was sure of it this time. 

“No, not at all,” Gael answered as he drew the blade down to cut 
open my skin. I could see the delight in his eyes at the sound of my 
scream. “But I do want you to consider what that means in the larger 
scale of things.” 

I couldn’t answer, not when the freezing steel of the surgical 
instrument lifting my skin and pulling it open, clamped between 
pincers tried to black me out. Stay with me, I could hear Hazel in 
the back of my head. I pictured her face between mine and Gael’s, 
focusing on her brown eyes, her bittersweet smile.
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“Has there ever been anyone capable of ascend the causality of the 
Gods without him- or herself being subject to causality by something 
else?” Griswold didn’t bother to stop what he was doing while he 
talked. His fingers moved swiftly to cut the ligaments between my 
ribs. 

“You mean other than Sixsmith?” I groaned, clenching my teeth 
together until I could feel them crumble. I knew saying this would 
hit a snare, just not which one. It could have meant the end of our 
conversation for all I knew but I sensed where he was going with 
this. He wanted to compare himself to the Prime Movers, and hell, I 
did not allow him that pleasure.

“Bah!” Gael howled, turning his back on me to show his insult. His 
attention moved to his students. “Did you hear that? The bird thinks 
Sixsmith transcended causality!” 

The students wrote their notes and listened as Gael turned back to 
me. “Sixsmith did no such thing. He was touched by a Prime Mover,” 
he continued. “His motives were not his own. He was a puppet, 
nothing more.” He picked up a heavy lever to raise my ribs. “No, 
Crow, I’m talking about something deeper here. I’m talking about 
the ability to cause things at will. Like the Prime Movers, but without 
them.”

I knew it. Again, I screamed when I felt the metal work its way 
through my body, laying bare my heart as I could feel it beating. 
Keep your focus, Gideon, I thought while I endured. Let him talk. Let 
him keep talking.

“You see, Crow, I’ve come to look at myself as someone stronger 
than the old Gods. Have I not conquered Death?”

If only you knew. I could still feel her cold breath on my face. Gael 
hadn’t conquered anything. If Death was still interested in me, she’d 
still want him, too. 

“Have I not caused the evolution of mankind into something better? 
The old Gods are weak, needing others to execute their causes. They 
touch and something moves. They don’t control how things move 
though, so it’s a matter of luck if anything cracks up to be the way 
they intended.” 
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“You’re so full of shit,” I grunted, forcing myself to breathe; in and 
out and spitting a mouthful of blood in his face. 

Gael Griswold laughed as he wiped the crimson with his sleeve. 
“Maybe,” he purred, “but as long as my shit creates a world where 
there is little difference between my desires and reality, I’m good 
with that.”

I watched with large eyes as Gael’s hand reached for my heart inside 
my chest. “Don’t,” I stuttered, “don’t touch it, don’t you dare fucking 
touch it!” I could feel his fingers clutch around it, play across its 
surface. “Stop!” I howled. “What do you want?”

Griswold’s gaze locked onto mine as he kept his face but inches 
away. “I want to close that final gap between what is and what is 
wanted,” he answered. 

“And how does torturing me help you with that?” 

“Because you know where to find the Singularian. It is the only thing 
that can fulfill my purpose.” 

That can fulfill your desire, I thought. There it was, I knew what he 
wanted, what he was after. He wanted to become a God, to claim 
his status as a Paracausal Being. To stand at the base of creation 
and evolution alike. But I could see the flaw. For as much as he 
considered himself superior, he lacked knowledge; knowledge once 
created by his arch enemy, hidden inside the Singularian. The very 
dependency on that knowledge dethroned him, and I could tell by 
the look in his eyes how much he hated that. “You want to know 
what Sixsmith created and where it is? I’ll tell you.”

“You have my attention,” Gael smiled. 

“Stitch me back together first.” 

Gael’s mouth twisted. He wasn’t stupid, surely he expected I was up 
to something. Still, he turned and snapped his fingers. “Put him back 
together,” he said, “consider this an assessment.” 

The students jumped up from their chairs and stumbled over each
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other as they ran over to me. Their feeble fingers snatched at the 
tools laying around. Their rush was all but easy on my nerves, all 
but painless as they pushed my ribs back in place to heal, sewed 
together the muscles and ligaments that had been cut to pieces, and 
stitched my skin together.

“You are all pathetic,” I whispered, “what are you? His lap dogs?”

“Not a dog,” one of the male students answered, “Mr. Griswold allows 
us to choose what Splice we wish to become if we pass our exam.”

“You see Crow,” Gael chuckled, “all you need is the right motivation. 
I am more than a Prime Mover, pushing people to do what I want 
to make happen what I want. I want that Singularian, you want the 
torture to stop, and they simply want to become someone like you.”

“Killing machines, abused for their lack of conscience?” I asked, giving 
my all-black eyes a good look at the twisted teens around me. “I’ll kill 
each and every one of you if I ever so much as stand in my way.”

“Once I get to secrete my poison, you are nothing to me,” the female 
answered. 

“Once I get my claws, yours will be nothing but butter knives,” 
another chimed in. 

My face was ridden with disgust. “Like I said,” I scowled, “pathetic. 
You will never be like me. You care too much about what others tell 
you to do.”

Gael clapped his hands and like obedient little slaves, the students 
scuttled back to their chairs. Only now did it occur to me how pale 
each of them was. “Have they ever seen daylight?” I asked, torn 
between truly curious and mocking their entire existence. 

“Where is the Singularian?” Gael asked, folding his arms across his 
chest. His dark skin nearly disappeared in the shadows of the room. 

I smiled. “Do you remember telling me about how you had to start 
your research all over again because someone destroyed your 
stock?” I started. When Griswold didn’t answer, I took it as my
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as my invitation to continue. “You told me how you used to lock up 
all your failed experiments, all your subjects that were yet to test out 
your latest formulae, in prison cells below the ground. Tell me, Gael, 
did you rebuild those cells? Is that where you got your little monkeys 
from?”

“What does any of this have to do with the Singularian?” Griswold 
asked, tapping his finger on his bicep to show me how he was losing 
his patience.  

“I forgot, though,” I continued, remembering to keep my voice light, 
“what happened? How did the underground complex of The Keep 
get destroyed?”

“It exploded.”

“Poor Mr. Griswold,” I pouted. “Who did that?”

Griswold let out a deep snarl as he stepped closer. “Don’t test me. 
Where is the Singularian?”

My mouth twisted into a wicked smile. “Oh, I remember. That was 
your daughter, wasn’t it? Tell me, Gael, is she as ‘paracausal’ as you 
are? Can she move people, make them do things? Is it an inherent 
trait? Or was she just the result of—no. Surely, someone like you 
isn’t capable of love? You must have bred her, too.” Yes. See his 
desire laid bare in his chest, grasp it and crush it with all my power. 

Long, curved claws clamped around my neck, straining, cutting, and 
squeezing until I could feel my vertebrae crunch. 

“Did you know she was there, too, when John Datchery found 
me?” I kept pushing. I didn’t care if he was going to strangle me to 
death. If he succeeded, this was the one thing I would haunt him 
with, provided Death would allow it. At least now I knew what he 
wanted, what he truly desired. Gael Griswold had tried for centuries 
to turn himself into a God, but he was too smart to understand that 
one new deity would stand powerless against an army of yore. The 
Prime Movers still outnumbered him. I figured Glasha, his daughter, 
was the only thing he’d ever considered worthy of his cause—of his 
self-proclaimed divinity. But she had rejected him. She, the only one

28



powerful enough to stand up against him; the only one who could 
keep the Singularian safe from Gael’s grasp. At least for now. 

Griswold swallowed.

“The Singularian is beyond my influence now,” I coughed, “beyond 
yours, too.” Blood spurted from my mouth.

“Nonsense!” Gael roared as he slammed the flat of his hand against 
the metal of the table I was strapped to. “Where is the Singularian? I 
need it! It is the key to everything!”

“The key to overthrowing the Prime Movers?” My voice was low, 
tempting him, teasing him to show me his weakness. “Or the key to 
creating something as successful as your daughter? Something to 
replace her, something worthy of joining your collection of freaks 
pretending to be gods?”

Gael started laughing as he stepped back. “Oh, I see what you are 
doing.” He looked over his shoulder. “Out!” he barked, “all of you!” 
Waiting for the students to have left the lab, he turned his gaze on 
me. “I will succeed,” he hissed, “with or without your help. Can’t you 
see, Crow? You, like Glasha, are one of my most perfect creations. I 
had always hoped you’d come back to me to join me by my side but 
now—now you are just dead weight. Tell me where the Singularian 
is, so I can finally cut you loose and be done with you.”

“What you seek, what you desire, I can only imagine it now rests in 
the hands of your daughter. If you want the machine, I suggest you 
make up with Glasha.”
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“Wake up.” A voice tore me from my dreamless slumber. “I’ve got a 
present for you.” The female student who had been in Griswold’s 
company earlier that day dropped my coat and boots on the floor. 

I thought my heart would jump out through my mouth at the idea of 
Death being right about an opportunity to get out. Why else would 
a student, of all people, come to bring me the rest of my clothes? 

“Well don’t be too grateful yet,” the girl scoffed. “It’s not like I’m 
setting you free or something.”

My brow knitted together. “Then what the hell do you want?” My 
voice was hoarse from screaming, the only sound left to utter was 
no more than a whisper. 

“What does Griswold want?” the girl corrected me. “He wants to see 
you in the tower.”

“What for?”

“He didn’t say.” She looked at me with squinting eyes, following the 
chains connected to my wings down to the shackles that bound me 
to the upright table. She was puzzling, I could see it in the way her 
gaze was fixating at all the points of impact she could meet once 
she’d cut me loose. I merely chuckled. 

“You do realize what this means, don’t you?” I asked, eyeing her 
with a look of innocence carved into my face. “You are here because 
Griswold thinks you are not perfect enough to join his—what do I 
call them? Prime Evolutionists?”

“Bullshit,” the young woman huffed but she didn’t step forward to 
continue what she was sent to do; release me. She knew it would be 
her death. “Griswold allowed me to choose my final injection after 
passing the assessment of stitching you back up. Looking at how 
those scars of yours healed, I think I’ve earned it.”

Again, the corner of my mouth pulled upward. “My scars healed 
because I am worthy of creation. You heard the old man,
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he wanted me to join his elite. Not you, lass. You’re fucked, and 
that’s that.” For a moment, I enjoyed the panic in her eyes as much 
as I figured she enjoyed herself when she watched me being cut to 
pieces.

“I could unshackle one hand and leave you with the key. I’ll make it 
out in time, I’m sure of it,” the girl continued, convincing herself she 
stood a chance. 

“I suggest you take the chains off my back first.” I turned my head to 
look at how the metal rings were locked and bolted with pins that 
went through the stems of my wings and curled into my back. “Take 
off the chains at my feet next. I’ll kick you, strangle you with my legs 
if I can, but girl, you may just survive.”

The young woman swallowed. Her throat bobbed as she tried to 
make tying her hair behind her head look as casual as possible. It 
wasn’t.

“Go on. Do it. Don’t keep Mr. Griswold waiting.” Deep inside I felt pity 
for her. She was screwed over twice if Griswold sent her to release 
me. The old man knew I’d kill her as he would if she refused. To hell 
with it though, she was as responsible for the torture I’d put up with 
for days as much as the others—as much as the old man himself. 
I waited patiently for her to thaw to life and undo my fetters. She 
proved to be a quick student as, indeed, she started by unhooking 
the chains from my wings. I immediately tried to stretch them but 
the way the rings and pins were locked into my flesh and bones 
prevented me from doing so. Shit, I thought, very clever. I can’t fly 
like this. Grumbling quietly, I waited for the next shackles to come 
off. 

Her fingers trembled when she turned the key in the lock around 
my foot. She was smart to leave the other as it was. If I missed my 
window to slash her throat, I wouldn’t be able to come after her. No 
matter. I wouldn’t miss it. The second I felt the lock around my wrist 
snap open, I reached, stepping away from the table as far as I could 
and grabbing her by the throat. 
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“I told you I’d kill you if I ever got out,” I growled, closing my eyes 
as I could feel my claws slide through her skin and curl behind her 
jugular. 

“Kill me, and you’ll be stuck in here forever,” the girl grunted, 
showing me the key and throwing it into the corner. “Let me go.” 
Her eyes bulged under the pressure around her neck, watering up 
and begging to release her.

I hesitated, wondering if killing her truly was my priority right now. 
Oh, how I longed to return the favor of the pain she had allowed to 
be bestowed on me. How I longed to feel her arteries slip and slide 
between my fingers as I yanked them out through her throat. I was 
a killer, it was what I was trained to do from the day I was born. Hell, 
it was the reason I was created. She was already dead, she just didn’t 
know it yet. Never mind that key, I’d find a way to undo the rest 
of my shackles. Never mind that Griswold was undoubtedly waiting 
for me behind the doors of the lab. I wasn’t going to betray who I 
was, not for my sake and most definitely not for hers. “Fuck you,” I 
answered and clenched my fist together, ripping her throat out with 
the same ease as taking a bottle from a shelf. Blood painted my face 
and torso red and as I guided her down, I could see my smeared 
face reflected in the crimson mirror spreading across the floor. 

“So close.” Death’s reflection appeared behind me, smiling over my 
shoulder and shaking her head. “Do better, Gideon. This is not going 
to help you settle our deal.” 

“Shut up!” I barked, “I haven’t even begun to escape yet.” Twisting 
and turning to reach for the metal ring behind my back, I tried to 
pry it loose with one of my claws. But the more I moved, the further 
the pin locking it slid in and I cursed at the realization that this may 
indeed not have been the ultimate plan to escape. 

“Tick tock, Gideon,” Death whispered in my ear, “Griswold’s coming.”

“Fuck.” I paused for a moment and strained my ears to listen for 
footsteps. She was right. Boots echoed against the hollow corridor 
between the lab and the stairway; the one leading from his private 
chambers. My heart pounded as I tried to tear myself free from my 
bonds but the shackles were too strong. My
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nerves were building up to hypertension, my stomach contracted as 
I swallowed to squeeze my fear down my throat. 

The door hissed when the hydraulic system opened. 

“What do you want now?” I roared, giving up my efforts to break my 
restraints and hanging tied to the table by a single hand and foot. 

Gael struggled to suppress his laughter but failed miserably. The 
moment his eyes met mine, the sound of a broken pipe organ 
shuddered from his throat. “Congratulations on once again 
performing the task of a God,” he said. 

“I don’t know what the hell you are talking about,” I answered, 
straightening my back to show him I wasn’t scared. He didn’t need 
to know I was. Griswold’s presence was the final factor that could 
influence the outcome of Death’s bet. 

“So perfect,” Griswold continued. He used his boot to turn the young 
woman’s body on her back and flashed a faint smile at the sight of 
her ripped-out throat. “So flawless. Are you sure you don’t want to 
join me, Crow? You have already made it your core business to kill 
those who aren’t worthy of creation. You would make a great asset 
to my team.”

“Your team?” I hawked, swallowing my anxiety to the back of my 
throat. “Your one-man-gig? Don’t make me laugh. What do you 
want? We had a deal, did we not?”

“And I am merely here to make sure that deal is fulfilled.” Griswold 
walked to the corner where the key gleamed in the neon light. 
Picking it up, he spent several seconds looking at it as though he 
held a treasure in his hand. “Before I free you—” his voice was low 
and suddenly sounded empty without his usual playful tease hidden 
behind his words. “Promise me you’ll join me in the tower. There is 
something I wish to show you.”

“Fuck you, too!” I spat at him, giving another yank at my restraints. 

“No games,” Griswold added, “just you and me in the tower. I’ll pour 
you a drink. I’ll feed you if that’s what you want. But I want you to see
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something before you make your choice, before you choose your 
side one final time.” He walked back to me, not awaiting my answer, 
and turned the key in the lock. 

“And my wings?” I asked as I rubbed my bloodied wrists. 

“Those stay as they are. I wouldn’t want you to go anywhere so 
quickly. Get dressed and follow me.” Gael beckoned me to follow 
him as he walked back to the mechanical doors and disappeared 
through them. 

I obeyed, not sure what else I could do. I slid into my boots and 
hissed when I had to force my wings through the slits in the back of 
my coat.

We walked up in silence, following the winding stairs along a pathway 
of flickering bulbs that were barely enough to light up the steps. The 
concrete steps carried our echoes all the way to the vaulted door 
into Griswold’s quarters. I’d never been there before. I knew The 
Keep of Whispers like the back of my hand but the tower had been 
a riddle since the day I set foot in the settlement. When the door 
opened and the light of the bleak sun blinded me, I knew we were 
higher than the clouds as The Keep was always covered in a thick 
layer of smog and mist. 

“After you,” Griswold said and waved his hand to direct me in. 

How stupid of me to give in to the pull of the light. The moment I 
found myself in the center of the room, surrounded by cylinders 
covered with sheets, Gael shut the door and bolted it. I cursed under 
my breath, looking around to find my nearest exit if things went 
south. Of course, things would go south, I convinced myself. Think!

“Welcome to the real Keep,” Griswold smiled. “The vault where 
all my worthy creations are kept.” He wrapped his fingers around 
one of the sheets and pulled it down, revealing a glass tube filled 
with green liquid and a body floating in the middle of it. Tubes and 
wires connected the mouth to breathe and muscles to contract at 
the rhythm of electronic pulses. “Don’t be alarmed,” Gael explained, 
“they can’t feel anything.”
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They. Stepping closer, I gave a good look at the creature in the 
container. It wasn’t human; far from it. It had wings, like me, claws 
like I’d seen in Glasha’s fingers, scales like some of the soldiers I’d 
seen marching around. There was nothing left to call human. “Is it 
alive?”

“She,” Gael started, “is dormant. All she needs is the injection that 
will wake her from her slumber.”

“If that’s a she, then I’m a cat with wings,” I answered, blown away by 
the ingenuity with which the creature had been designed. “Why isn’t 
that thing awake?”

Griswold walked around the chamber, revealing one after the other 
of glass tanks and showing me creations I’d only ever expected to 
see in old books from before the cataclysm. “Because she’s not that 
perfect.”

I scoffed. “That’s because you are not a God, Griswold. You are but 
a man, incapable of creating true life, true beauty that deserves to 
live.”

“I created you, didn’t I? I created my daughter, created all the little 
freaks in her company. She stole my plan to ascend into divinity.”

I rested my eyes on one of the containers. A boy, no older than 
twelve, floated in it, wings tucked in and strapped behind his back. 
“Did you try to recreate me?” I asked when I noticed that everything 
else about the boy was as human as could be. “Never mind, don’t 
answer that.” 

Gael picked up a carafe of whisky and asked me with a gesture 
if I wanted some. How could the prick be so casual while being 
surrounded by these abhorrent miscreants? “I’ll tell you why I need 
the Singularian,” he retorted and sat down in the chair underneath 
the window. “I have created life from nothing. I have cheated death 
and kick-started evolution. But no matter what I create, these Splices 
will never be strong enough to keep up with the natural evolution 
that will follow.”

I furrowed my brow, trying to understand what he was saying.
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Gael chuckled and sipped his glass. “If I could pick apart the 
Singularian and combine his parts with something as sophisticated 
as gene-splicing, nature will never be powerful enough to let those 
creations go extinct. You see, Crow, machines are the only things 
that are not repressed by laws of nature. You’ve met Sixsmith’s 
creation, you know what I’m talking about.”

“I do.” I mumbled, remembering the way Sovren had made his own 
choices more than once in my presence. Free will could never be the 
result of software, nor could it be influenced by Mother Nature. At 
least, that’s what I figured based on what I knew, based on what I’d 
seen. 

“Good,” Griswold answered, “then let us strike a deal.”

“Haven’t you heard?” My eyes fixated on his. “I’m not into making 
deals anymore. You can release me now like you promised if I told 
you where the Singularian was. I have, the rest of the promise is 
yours.”

“Not yet,” Griswold purred, “let me give you a demonstration first.”

“Of what?”

“Of what will happen if you say no to my deal.” The corner of his 
mouth twisted into a wicked smile as he put his glass down and 
walked to one of the control panels against the wall. 

“I don’t care what deal you want to make, I don’t work for you 
anymore,” I answered, forcing my heart to slow down lest I’d lose 
control. Wield your wits, Gideon, I encouraged myself, preparing for 
what was coming. Keep your focus.

A series of beeps and buzzes as Gael’s finger slid across a keyboard 
tied a knot in my stomach. The way the hoses and cables hissed and 
blew up steam as they detached themselves from the container cut 
through my nerves like a knife through butter. A heart rate monitor 
started beeping and as the container drained itself from the liquid, 
the creature inside started to move. 

A woman, designed with the build of a warrior, tall and broad-
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shouldered, stirred to life and pulled the tube through which she 
breathed from her mouth. Her tail slithered behind her. The claws 
that formed her feet hammered loudly against the steel of the ladder 
she climbed to get out of the tank. Her slit pupils dilated as they 
focused on me. Saliva dripped from a mouth filled with rows and 
rows of razor-sharp fangs. Smoke rose from where the poisonous 
concoction dripped on the wooden floorboards. 

“Join me,” Gael said as he turned around to look at me, smiling as his 
creation tried to corner me. “Take up your place among the Gods. 
Bring me the Singularian and celebrate eternity at my side, enjoying 
all the prerogatives that come along with it. I’ll finish your design, 
Crow. I promise you’ll reach your full potential. You’ll become a true 
killing machine, merciless and free. No more nightmares about that 
girl you loved. No more hallucinations about Death dealing you 
tricks and deceit.”

“No,” I answered wholeheartedly. “I will not become one of these 
things.”

“Have it your way.” Gael snapped his fingers and stepped back as if 
to find himself a good spot from where he could enjoy what would 
happen next. 

The creature moved—no, disappeared as it was too fast to follow. 
Her hand clutched around my throat, the spike on the edge of her 
tail dug into my side, and I screamed. 

“It’s now or never, Gideon,” Death whispered from behind the 
creature. “Free yourself or let me do it for you.”

I reached, slashing my claws wherever I could feel flesh rend beneath 
them. I beat my wings to gain momentum as hard as I could with the 
metal rings still tearing through the muscles in my back. But it was 
enough. The claws around my throat retracted and I dropped to the 
floor. With the door bolted shut, there was only one way out. I knew 
I couldn’t fly, I knew Death would have her final chance as much 
as I did myself, but the window was my only choice. Scrambling to 
my feet, I ran, pushed off against the chair, shielded my face, and 
crashed through the shattering glass. Death or defiance, it was no 
longer in my hands. It was up to the Gods now to decide whether I 
lived or died, only to live again.
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