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brushes the dust from his sleeves, though the scent of mortal fruit
and fire clings to him. He forces himself to tolerate it; he is al-

most done now. His robes trail behind him, whispering against the

smooth, polished stone, and the souls float a little farther behind,

glowing softly, just as white as the eternal snow falling outside.

Just as silent.

More sets of heavy doors heave open on their own when he ap-

proaches until at last, he finds himself standing before the gates to

the Yellow Springs. The final destination for the souls and his final

destination for the night.
He lifts a hand. For a moment, r\othing happens-as expected.

These gates are ancient, after a11., hundreds of centuries older than
he is, used by the Death God appointed before him and the Death
God before that. He would not be surprised if they had been cre-

ated at the very beginning of the Three Realms, the images of the

dragons and lilies carved deep into the wood by the first immortal.
Then the gates rumble, The dragons uncoil and slither to the

sides as if alive, and he is greeted by a darkness so complete that the

surrounding obsidian walls seem bright by comparison. That even

he, dressed from head to toe in pure black, stands out against it. It is
a darkness that stretches on and on, without shape, without edges.

As a child, he had been terrified that he would enter and be swal-

lowed whole by it. Simply step in and disappear.

But he has not been a child in eons.

He keeps walking, chin up, shoulders straight, the souls gather
ing closer around him, illuminating the way. There is a faint hum-

ming sound building in the background, like a thousand voices

conversing quietly in a faraway room, and soon it merges with the

rushing ofwater. He can taste the water on his tongue, the unpleas-

ant blend of salt and ash and copper. He can feelit, too, the shock

ofplunging into those frozen depths, of sinking farther and farther
as the darkness pours in over his head, the voices sharpening into
screams, sobs, pleas .. .
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waves below her. He has never met a god frorn the Celestial Realm

rvho could be described askind before, yet there is something un-

deniably kind about her f,eatures. The harmony of her long lashes

with her soft lips, The care with .,r4rich she touches the petals"

Then the vision changes. The sea vanishes. The cottage disin-

tegrates. Only the god remains, but she is crumpled on the foor,
a crimson puddle spreading rapidly around her. A srvorcl tu,isted

deep into her chest while she lies there, mouth opening and clos-

ing, her face contorted in pain.

And he sees himself in the mirage, his hand around the w'eapon,

his fingers stained red.

His frorvn deepens. His next breath comes out too fast, too

si-rarp.

He is almosc tempted to think it a mistake, except the Heav-

ens are never wrong, never to be defied. He can feel the will of the

Heavens pressing into his mind like a blade into flesh. This is the

fare designed fbr the kind-faced god who picks flowers and lives on

the sea, and he is rhe one who must see it through. It is insulting to

knor.r, that he wiil be acting exactly as the mortals imagine him, that

he will no longer be able to correct them when they say his hands

are tainted. Hor,v rininspired. How inconvenient. And how deeply

ironic.

Ihe Dcath God does not enjoy killing. He has never killed at

ai1-
Until now, that is,

THE I
IS SICK
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entirely serious, the space between his brows drawn with worry,

and Yuemo who sends me a feeble smile,

My gaze moves downward, and my stomach tightens.It is diffi-
cult to see clearly with his blood-matted robes in the way, but the

shape of the shadows and the odd angle at which Yuemo is leaning

to the side reveals enough.

The flesh on his Left calf has been carved off exposing the white

glisten of bone.

"Mannersr" Yuemo murmurs. "Dont be-so rude."

Hanchen shoots him an incredulous, half,wild look. "You can-

not seriously be fixated on proper etjquette right now-"
"Hancben,"

"Finei'Hanchen grits his jaw and dips his head in my direction.
"Please. Please, help him:"

"Come inside," I tell them. My heart thuds against my ribs as I
cross the small space to lead them in, my arm coming around Yue-

mo's other side to support him.I feel him sway before I lower him
slowly to the single bed in the center of the cottage,letting him
recline against the curved oak frame. "Lie down first. Now let me

see-and dont be scared,"

"I'm not scared," Yuemo croaks out.
"I was talking to Hanchen," I clarTfy, glancing over at the other

god. Even in the warm afternoon light, his face is pale and frag-

ile as the cracked porcelain bowl on my nightstand, his forehead

beaded with sweat,"Everything will be fine."

I am almost impressed by how steady my voice comes out,

how clear and confident, betraying none ofthe nerves plucking at

my gut. There is no room for fear, only Jocus,I remind myself, An
old motto from my days as a young god, a time spent sheltered

in gilded classrooms, buried in scrolls and instructions, compet-

ing with the other hungry, inexperienced students to prove that I
could be the best healer of them all.

Only focus.
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"Self-destruct," Hanchen repeats under his breath, his fists

clenching over the pillow where Yuemo lays his head. He sounds

like he is choking on the words.
'Just do it " Yuemo says to me, so quiet I have to ctatte my neck

to hear him. "I wont move."

I do not hesitate. I cannot hesitate at a time like this. I guide

the lotus root up until it is positioned perfectly below his knee,

until plant and bone are touching. It looks absurd. Impossible,

I sense their simmering doubts, see the questioning glance that
passes between them, but I shut it out. I shut the entire world out,

the hushed lapping of waves outside, the silver tinkling of wind
chimes, the sunlight pressed like a paLm against my closed eyelids,

then call upon my power.

Every god's power comes from a dif[erent source within them,

For some, it is rager They need only imagine the last time they were

wronged, a gross betrayal., another god whose face they would most

dearLy like to punch, and their blood will fill with lightning, and

their energy will blaze through them in a brilliant, violent wave.

For some, it is gentler, like nostalgia, They can rccalI any happy

memory from their childhood, the sweetness of a peeled pdrsim-

mon, the delight of watching a wooden horse gallop around the ce-

lestial courtyards, the freedom offlying on the pearl-scaled back of
a dragon, the embrace of their mother upon coming home, There

are even those who dream of something as frivolous as love; cups

of plum blossom wine set out on atable; e. gerltle hand brushing a

stray petal from their hair; waking from a nightmare and finding
instant comfort, arms to hold them, a voice to ground them.

But I am too exhausted for ange4 and I have been left alone for
so long that the very idea of company feels like an absurd luxury.

When I want power, what I dream of is power itself,

Cold, breathtaking, incinerating power. The only thing you

can count on across the Three Realms. It is all I've ever wanted,

ever since my parents were driven down to the Mortal Realm as

10
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